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   Preface
 
    
 
   In the darkness he sat waiting, his patience gone.  A deal had been made, but time and again, he had been denied his prize.  No one was interested in helping him; no one would hear his grievances.  He had been forsaken long ago, and apparently, even their laws no longer applied to him.  A deal used to mean something.  If it wasn’t upheld, it meant that someone would lose his head.
 
   Though the time drew near for the exchange, he knew in his heart that the deal wouldn’t be honored and a new excuse would come to light.  Years had turned into decades, centuries, and now a millennia.  Hope had disappeared after the third or fourth delay, but now, time was slipping through his fingers.  He was dangerously close to the edge.  Every day was harder than the last, and with another delay on the horizon, it may very well break his spirit completely.
 
   Tired of waiting, tired of the excuses, he decided to take action and deal with the consequences later, as he was so accustomed to doing.  Let them reprimand him; he cared not for their punishments, for he had devised most of them.  He knew their bite intimately.  Their pain would pale in comparison to the pain that he had suffered.
 
   He ignored the reasons that he should remain in wait, and pushed away the warnings of his so-called allies.  They didn’t understand what was at stake, they couldn’t.  None of them had ever wanted something so badly in their miserable lives.
 
   If the traitorous deal breaker came for him, he would gladly remind him of their arrangement, and make him understand all that he had endured during the infinite delays.  Truth be told, he looked forward to a possible battle.
 
   Disregarding all logic and sanity, he broke his promise not to pursue what was rightfully his and called forth the servant best for the job.
 
   Heaven help him if the servant failed in his task, for everyone would die and the world would burn.
 
   


 
  



Chapter 1
 
    
 
   New Jersey, 1993
 
   The flames were getting higher and the stench was intolerable.  Everywhere around her souls screamed in pain and fear.  Their flesh was melting from their bones, their bones turning to ashes.  She crawled faster to escape the sound, the smell.  She tried her best to ignore the pain that sank deep into her body.  The looming black stone castle with its three ominous towers was in sight, but felt unattainable.  If only she could get to it, her misery would lessen and she would be able to breathe.  The souls nearest to her were completely engulfed in flames and in various states of ruin.  Some of them grabbed at her clothes as they fell and writhed, but she was used to it and shook them off.  Even though the fire didn’t burn her skin, she still experienced the scorching pain as if the flames were consuming her.  It was like this every time.  She could feel what everyone else was experiencing, depending on which Realm of Torture she was in.  She needed to get out of Murderer’s Row, as she called it, or the Realm of Fire, as she’d heard it called by the punishers.
 
   As she pulled herself free from the fire and tumbled into the next Realm, the scene changed and people were being whipped instead of burned.  She was surrounded by male and female punishers who used everything from switches, to leather strips with thick, sharp thorns, to metal barbed wire, to inflict pain.  The result was always the same; searing pain, flesh rendered from muscle, and blood spilling into rivers on the ground.  They called it the Realm of Thrashing Vines, the last realm before the castle.  The castle was closer, but she felt like she was being torn into strips by the whips, though none made contact with her back.
 
   She was able to get to her feet and ran from the shrieks, screams, and moans that surrounded her.  The soot-tinged air was heavy and burned her lungs as she gulped it down, trying to move faster.  She had come a long way, crossing through countless realms and endless tortures.  She needed to find relief, even if it was for a short time.
 
   The prisoners cried out, begging for forgiveness.  The suffering souls around her were the only ones who could see her, touch her.  Thankfully, the punishers ignored her or she was invisible to them.  The souls prayed that their suffering would end.  She prayed that escape would come quickly.  She knew every one of their crimes; saw every morbid detail of their wrong doings.  They all deserved to be punished, even the petty criminals that ended up in the lesser realms, where they only had to suffer their fingernails being removed, or endure unending thirst.  She knew they didn’t believe that they were the lucky ones, yet they weren’t melting or being whipped into bloody ribbons.
 
   Every night she navigated this horrific plain and every night she experienced things that would destroy most sane people.  She told herself that there must be a reason for her plight, but she had yet to find it.  She only knew that she had to reach the castle.  It was her only salvation.
 
   She jumped out of the Realm of Thrashing Vines and navigated the small path between the realms.  She typically couldn’t use the paths since the punishers were occupying most of the available space.  Though she wasn’t seen by them, they were still solid objects in the way.  She was forced to battle the realms to travel throughout the bleak world.  It was something she despised doing, but it was the only way to end the nightmare.
 
   A punisher, who looked like a demon with black wings and a black leather outfit was standing in middle of the path, yelling at the other punishers.  They all cowered before him and quickly scurried about, carrying out his orders.  She should have been intimidated by him, but instead she was relieved to see him.  It meant that the castle was in reach.
 
   She stumbled past her last obstacle, the guard standing at the imposing doors to the castle.  He was tasked with keeping escaped prisoners in and unwanted guests out, but he couldn’t stop her.  She reached out for the heavy fire scorched wooden doors with their thick black metal braces and hinges.  She gripped a handle and tugged with the last of her strength.
 
   “Michelle, are you awake?  It’s time to get ready,” a pleasant voice called from the hallway.  Her mother was a morning person and perpetually cheery.
 
   “Yes, I’m up,” Michelle choked out the words as she opened her eyes and threw herself from her bed.  She was sweating and shaking.  She could still feel the sting of the barbs that had torn her skin, though her skin was unmarred.  She was grateful to be awake and even looked forward to the normalcy of school.  Most teenagers would rather skip school and sleep in, but most teenagers didn’t have recurring nightmares of Hell.  Apparently, she alone held that honor.
 
   She looked in the mirror, and took a deep breath.  “Five more weeks and you can start over.  You can do it,” she muttered, trying to believe that a change of scenery would make things better.
 
   ∞
 
   “Please tell me you look exhausted because you were up late working on your project and not acting out scenes from Night of the Living Dead,” CJ smiled brightly at her.  Though he joked about her situation, she knew he was worried about her.
 
   Michelle brushed past CJ and trudged to her locker.  She felt as if she had been pummeled by a sack of rocks, which in truth, she had.  She desperately tried to shake off the lingering agony of the tortures and the fear they inspired to pretend to be a normal high school senior.
 
   She yawned as she threw her backpack in front of her locker and looked at CJ for the first time.
 
   “I don’t understand how you can be so happy all the time.  Your eternal optimism is crushing my soul,” she smirked.  “Sadly, I was done with the project early, so it was scenario number two,” she shrugged.
 
   Tossing her books into her locker and reaching for her Pre-Calculus book, she spared a glance at her locker mirror to examine the bags under her eyes and sighed.  It always amazed her that no one seemed to notice her lack of enthusiasm or total indifference toward school, but looking around at the sea of unhappy faces filing in, she decided that no one was happy to be in school.  Maybe she fit in better than she thought.
 
   CJ snickered and leaned against the locker next to hers.  “What’s there not to be happy about?  Prom is coming up and then we’re on to Graduation.   I can’t wait to start college and get on with my life.” 
 
   “Fine, I accept your happiness and agree with you.  I’m looking forward to traveling in the fall,” Michelle closed her locker and sat down in front of it.
 
   She intentionally avoided the subject of Prom.  She didn’t need to hear about the latest round of girls trying to ask CJ to be their date.  She fulfilled her duty as his best friend by respectfully listening to all the unique ways the girls had approached CJ to ask him out and, of course, gave her opinion of each girl, but it was painful to listen to.  The entire experience was unbearable, since she secretly wished that he would ask her to the Prom, which would potentially ruin their friendship forever.  Since she couldn’t bear the thought of losing her best friend, she tapped her foot and practiced her look of approval for whomever he decided to take.
 
   CJ sat down next to her and threw an eraser at her to lighten her mood.  She vaguely wondered how he managed to look so good in the morning.  His short black hair was never without gel and his big brown eyes were never puffy from lack of sleep.  He wore T-shirts and jeans, but always looked amazing.  He was normal and fun-loving.  She envied how simple his life was.
 
   “What was it this time poisonous creatures, or zombie funfest?  For everyone’s sake, I really hope Hell is nothing like you envision; otherwise, I swear I will never do anything bad enough to end up there.  I will eat all my vegetables and not have sex until after I’m married,” CJ crossed his heart and winked at her.
 
   He was the only one whom she trusted enough to confide her secrets in.  He knew everything there was to know about her experiences, and then some.  It made things a little easier knowing that she had someone to talk to, though it didn’t take away all her misery.
 
   Michelle shuddered when she recalled the images he mentioned.  All the Realms of Hell were abysmal, but she especially hated the Realm of Poison where she died a slow, painful death as the poison burned through every vein until it finally stopped her heart.  She did her best to joke around with CJ when it came to the terrors that she faced every night, but it wasn’t easy.  The one thing she refused to do was cry in front of him.  She knew if she showed any signs of weakness, he would undoubtedly push her to seek help.  He was accepting of her tales of horror and didn’t judge her, but he constantly thought of ways to help her, which only caused them to argue.
 
   “Thankfully, it was nothing that interesting.  The realm with the zombie creatures is rough, but I started in that realm with all the thorns, and then moved on to the crushing stones.  I did make it to the castle though, so the dream didn’t last as long as it could have.  I woke up when I got to the doors.  Oh, and I saw that crazy punisher again, the one who yells at everyone.  He looked angrier than usual.  I don’t know why,” she replied matter-of-factly as she flipped through her Pre-Calc book, trying to focus on the formulas.
 
   “Who do you think the punishers are?  Do you really believe that they’re demons, or could they be something else?” CJ doodled on the edge of his notebook.
 
   Michelle shrugged.  “I don’t know what they are, but I know that you don’t want to screw with them,” she hated talking about the punishers.  The blank looks on their faces proved that they didn’t care about the people suffering and were only interested in doing their job.  She wondered what they had done to deserve such a fate.
 
   “Do you think it’s one of them talking to you when you hear the voice?” CJ asked quietly.
 
   “I’m not sure, though I doubt it.  None of them can see me during the dreams.  The voice is different.  It’s talking directly to me, but it has nothing to do with what’s going on,” Michelle replied indifferently.  She didn’t want to think about the voice, let alone provide a detailed summary of all the people who might have an interest in threatening her.
 
   She’d heard the voice in her dreams for as long as she could remember.  It was a man’s voice, deep and sinister, though at times, sad.  He said things like, “you will yield to me,” or “I will get what I want, it’s only a matter of time.”  He held every range of emotion throughout the years.  He would scream at her menacingly and threaten her, other times he would be calm and reasonable, stating things very simply and plainly.  Worst of all, he would go for the throat and try seduction and promises.  The message was always the same, regardless of the tone.  “Join me.”  She did everything she could to block the voice from her mind, but she swore there were times when she heard it while awake.  Her reaction to him depended on his tone, but her answer was always the same.  “No.”  She had no intention of joining anyone, especially someone so frightening.
 
   CJ seemed to sense the tension building inside of her and thankfully changed the subject.  He handed her his notes from Spanish and pretended not to understand something he had written.
 
   When he leaned closer to her, she smelled his cologne and smiled.  It helped dispel her sadness and made her hopeful.  She was excited by the idea of moving on from high school, but she had no idea what she would do without CJ.  He was her only friend, and the person she relied on to help her get through the day.
 
   He was very likable and got along with almost everyone.  He was Captain of the Lacrosse Team and the Fencing Team, though he had quit the Student Council to play video games in her living room.  He claimed that he needed more down time.  She liked to believe it was because he wanted to spend time with her.
 
   She, on the other hand, was a social pariah.  The students gave her a wide berth and typically ignored her.  She wasn’t sure if most of them even knew her name, despite sitting next to her since Kindergarten.  She was grateful, since she didn’t like talking about herself.  Boys rarely acknowledged her, which was fine since she didn’t have any interest in them.  The girls didn’t see her as competition, so they didn’t bother gossiping about her.  If they only knew how odd her parents were and how disturbing her nightmares were, she would definitely be fodder for the rumor mill.
 
   From the corner of her eye, she watched Kelly Nimbles mercilessly attempt to flirt with CJ and fail.  Michelle grabbed CJ’s notebook a little too harshly and nearly ripped it in half.  Anger and jealousy overwhelmed her when Kelly put her grubby hand on CJ’s arm and begged him to watch her track meet that afternoon.  The slut went even further and invited him to her house to study for their History final.
 
   CJ smiled politely and told her that he had plans every night that week, which of course wasn’t true.  Aside from homework, sports practice, and video games, he was very much available.  
 
   Kelly pouted and slunk back to her locker, which made Michelle chuckle.  She knew it was childish, but she didn’t care.  CJ deserved someone less shallow than Kelly, who was only interested in him for his looks.
 
   Michelle knocked into CJ’s arm to get his attention and lowered her voice.  “I heard that Melissa got dumped by Jared yesterday,” she motioned to a red headed girl down the hallway.
 
   “Seriously?  I thought Jared was really into her.  Who told you that?” CJ whispered.
 
   Michelle hesitated.  “Well, no one actually told me.  I just have that feeling.  She’s angry about something and borderline violent.  I want to say that Jared might have another girl.  It feels like jealously.  I bet Melissa’s plotting revenge against the girl.”
 
   CJ nodded his head in agreement.  “I did see Jared talking to Amy yesterday after practice.  I think you scored a perfect 10 in the I’ve Got a Secret game.  I don’t know how you do it.”
 
   Michelle stood up and ignored CJ’s praise for her bizarre talent.  On top of the horror-filled nightmares, she sometimes had the ability to sense people’s emotions or know when they had done something wrong.  She and CJ had made a game of it when they were younger.  It bothered her that she could tell when someone was lying or know when they were upset, even though they tried to hide it.  CJ thought it was fun, so he played into it.
 
   “Who else has a secret?” he looked around the hallway at the other students pouring into the hallway as the buses arrived.
 
   She shook her head quickly, unwilling to play anymore, and pretended to look for a pen.
 
   CJ poked her lightly in the side.  “Come on, there has to be someone else who’s worthy of your talents.  Did anyone cheat on yesterday’s quiz?  Did anyone hook up recently?  There has to be something interesting going on,” CJ saw Mr. Timmons walking toward them.  “How about Mr. Timmons?  I still don’t understand how he ended up as a teacher.”
 
   Michelle watched Mr. Timmons chatting with the students as he made his way through the minefield of girls trying to get his attention.  He was by far the most attractive teacher in the school, though the most professional.  Girls flunked English just to be tutored by him, though he never seemed to notice.  The girls, on the other hand, openly gawked at his meticulous blonde hair, sparkling blue eyes, and broad shoulders.  He was tall and had a commanding presence.  He looked out of place sitting behind a desk trying to teach kids the importance of reading and writing.  He would have been more suited to be on the cover of a magazine trying to convince people to buy expensive clothing or exercise equipment.  When he smiled, there was an audible gasp or giggle from the girls, which he took in stride.
 
   “I’ve told you before, he’s a great teacher, but I can’t figure him out.  I still think he’s in witness protection or something.  There’s no other reason for someone like him to get paid next to nothing to teach Shakespeare to kids who could care less,” Michelle snickered.
 
   CJ rolled his eyes.  “You just think he’s attractive, so you don’t want to say anything bad about him.”
 
   She smacked CJ in the arm for being rude.
 
   “That’s not true.  You don’t like him because he almost failed you during the first quarter of Freshman year.  It’s not his fault that you wrote an entire essay condemning Romeo and Juliette, stating that it wasn’t a tragedy, but a laughable comedy because they stupidly ended their own lives,” Michelle snickered.
 
   CJ folded his arms defiantly.  “I stand by my essay.  Just because everyone loves it, doesn’t mean that it’s a good play.  Romeo shouldn’t have killed himself.  He should have lived the best life he could have for both of them, if she had actually died,” CJ huffed at Romeo’s impulsiveness.
 
   He turned his back to Mr. Timmons and rummaged through Michelle’s locker.
 
   Mr. Timmons nodded his head to Michelle.  “Good morning, Miss Black.  I hope you’re ready to perform your scene from Macbeth.  Your grade is counting on it,” Mr. Timmons smiled encouragingly at her.
 
   Greg Timmons was her favorite teacher, even if English wasn’t her strongest subject.  He had spent the last four years trying to extol the merits of Shakespeare, yet despite his best efforts, she still didn’t get it.  Though she hated Shakespeare in general, she actually enjoyed reading Macbeth, which was why instead of writing a God-awful report about it, Mr. Timmons had mercifully suggested that she perform a scene.  She had decided on Lady Macbeth’s sleepwalking scene, when she went mad from the blood on her hands.
 
   “Yes, sir.  I worked on it last night.  I’m sure it will be better than the report that I was planning to write,” she smirked, ignoring CJ who was burrowing deeper into her locker.
 
   She was certain that Mr. Timmons’ limitless patience would crack under a five page report on how confusing Shakespeare was and how the blood on Lady Macbeth’s hands reminded her of the tortured prisoners in Hell.  He didn’t need a thesis on why a person should avoid committing crimes; otherwise, they would be punished.
 
   “I am looking forward to it.  Remember what I told you about making your words and your actions match.  You need to connect with the speech and find the meaning behind the words, and not speed through them, trying to finish.  Lady Macbeth mocks Macbeth for not murdering to obtain what he wants.  She pushes him and tempts him to commit murder by telling him that he is weak and too compassionate.  After the murder, she covers the guards in blood to deceive everyone by making it appear that they are guilty of the murder.  The problem comes when she realizes what she has done and has to live with the consequences of pushing Macbeth to commit a terrible sin.  She can’t see past the blood on her hands, a physical representation of her temptation of Macbeth and of the life that she helped destroy.  Use that, and you will do well in your presentation,” he winked at her and flashed his breathtaking smile.
 
   Michelle smiled and nodded her.  “I will.  Thank you, Mr. Timmons,” she was grateful to have a teacher who supported her.  He was the only teacher she would miss after graduation.
 
   Mr. Timmons nodded and walked down the hallway to his classroom.
 
   CJ rolled his eyes at Michelle and made a gagging noise in the back of his throat.  He never understood what all the girls saw in Mr. Timmons.  He was too old for high school girls.
 
   “Watch yourself around him.  You do realize you are the only one he helps.  Last week I asked him for extra credit on my C- paper and he told me that if he gave me extra credit, then he would have to give everyone extra credit and there would be anarchy.  Two seconds later, he pulled you aside and told you that you didn’t have to write the paper and that you could act it out instead.  He didn’t give anyone else that option,” CJ shook his head and frowned.
 
   “He values his sanity, that’s the only reason he gave me the optional assignment.  He would go insane if he had to read the paper I had drafted,” Michelle shrugged and ignored CJ’s hatred of their English teacher.
 
   “Regardless, I wouldn’t agree to any additional tutoring or special favors from the man.  Trust me when I say he has too much interest in you,” CJ stepped closer to Michelle.  “I don’t want to see you get hurt.”
 
   Mr. Timmons never struck her as a pervert, though there were times when she noticed him staring at her.  He wasn’t acting creepy, but perhaps, mournful.  He always seemed like he wanted to talk to her about something, but she didn’t get the impression it had anything to do with asking her out.
 
   CJ grabbed his books and walked into homeroom.  He took his seat next to Michelle’s and thumbed through his notebook.  Forgetting his distrust of Mr. Timmons, he went back to his internal debate on how best to help Michelle.  Having nightmares about Hell was not a normal thing, obviously, but he couldn’t convince her to tell anyone.  He wanted her to talk to the guidance counselor or her family, but he knew she would kill him if he betrayed her trust.  It was difficult knowing that if he told someone, she might be cured, but it might cost him their friendship.  He couldn’t lose her, no matter what, so he remained silent and did what he could for her.  She held grudges better than anyone he knew.  He had decided long ago that he would never cross the line and betray her, even if it was for her own good.
 
   He had grown up across the street from her, after moving to New Jersey when he was five.  She was the prettiest girl he had ever seen, though very intimidating.  She had a way of looking at someone, as if she could see straight into their heart and know what kind of person they were.  He always had the impression that she was seeing past what he was saying and looking for the intention behind his words.  Lying to her was almost impossible, though he found he could avoid the truth from time to time.  She had a hard time trusting people and dismissed them quickly, which was helpful since it kept the other guys at bay.  When they tried to ask her out, the words would die in their throats the second she looked directly at them.  The first time it happened, he thought that the stupid freshman had been rendered speechless by her beauty, as often happened to him, but he noticed the kid was shaking.  He realized that her intense stare had made the guy lose his nerve.  The poor kid ran and never spoke to her again.
 
   While he was grateful she drove most of the guys away, he knew it was only a matter of time before one of them got up the guts to see past her icy gaze and ask her out.  He had no idea what he would do when that happened.  Aside from maybe lock the guy in a closet or make sure that his car unexpectedly broke down on the way to her house; he knew he couldn’t keep them away from her forever.
 
   He was happy she trusted him enough to confide in him, but it was a heavy burden.  He loved her with all his heart, but he had no way of making her better.  As accepting of her issues as he was, he hated feeling helpless.  If her problems stemmed from an outside source, like an abusive parent or a crazy stalker, he would punch them and find a way to keep her safe.  Mental issues were not his area of expertise and he hated watching her suffer every day.  He felt like a jerk for wanting to kiss her and hold her when she had so many things to overcome.  There was never a good time to tell her how much he cared about her.
 
   The first time he had met her, he had handed her red gummy worms, his favorite candy, so she would be friends with him.  Instead of eating the gummies, she screamed and ran away.  Once he managed to calm her down, he found out she had nightmares about red worms biting her.  He encouraged her to eat the bad worms and get even with them.  The idea made her smile and they had been friends ever since.
 
   When he had learned how to write, he had started a nightmare journal where he chronicled all the terrible things she saw in the hopes of purging them from her mind.  He was currently on journal number twenty-one.  He always made sure he was calm when she talked about her experiences, even if it terrified him, and caused him to have his own bad dreams.  She was his best friend and he wanted to do anything and everything he could to help, even if it meant holding back his feelings and remaining friends.
 
   Michelle leaned over and tapped CJ on the arm.  “I forgot to tell you, Uncle Bob is coming tonight.  Do you want to stay for dinner?” she was angry with her herself for being able to ask CJ to dinner, but not to Prom.  She felt stupid for being so afraid to tell him the truth.
 
   “Do you even need to ask?  I’ll bring my own fork.  I love your mother’s cooking.  Where has Uncle Bob been this time?  He always brings the most interesting things,” CJ smiled, daydreaming about a homemade dinner.
 
   Uncle Bob was the only person she could relate to in her small family.  He was her only uncle, and more important to her than anyone in the world.  He was a businessman who traveled non-stop.  She and CJ would grill him about his travels and adventures when he found the time to visit.  While he never mentioned specific details about his work, he would tell them about the places he’d visited or the people he’d met.  She wished he could spend more time with her, but sadly, he never stayed more than a few hours before he was called away.  They both believed he was a spy working for the CIA.  CJ thought he might be an assassin, but he didn’t seem the type.  He was warm, caring, and doted on both of them.
 
   “The latest postcard was from Maui, even though the last time I saw him, he said he’d been in Canada.  I’ve learned not to ask,” Michelle said quickly as Mr. Allen started the morning announcements.
 
   CJ took out a piece of paper, quickly scribbled a note, and passed it to Michelle.
 
   Michelle quickly glanced at it already knowing what it would say.
 
   I really think it’s time to tell Uncle Bob.  He will understand.
 
   Michelle’s thoughts were in turmoil as she pictured what it would be like to tell someone else about all the things her deranged mind had done to her over the years.  She didn’t know why she constantly had grisly dreams.  If she had the answer to that question, then she would be able to cure herself.  She knew the doctors would poke her and prod her, looking for answers.  Ultimately, she would be labeled crazy and it would kill her.  She wasn’t sure crazy was actually a condition, but she figured they would come up with some fancy term that made you sound almost normal, but with a slight medical affliction.
 
   It was doubtful that colleges looked favorably on people who had to take medication not to see their own personal version of Hell.  She didn’t want to find out if they had correspondence school in the psych ward.  Angry about the possibility of losing her freedom, she became more dejected.  She didn’t trust anyone not to lock her away, except CJ, and there were days when she wondered if he would rat her out.
 
   Once, when she was little, she tried to tell her mother about a nightmare she’d had about the skin being torn from a man’s body in the Realm of Things with Claws.  Her mother kissed her on her forehead and told her that good little girls shouldn’t tell lies, or stay up late watching movies they shouldn’t be watching.  After that, she learned to muffle her screams and cries into her pillow, while keeping her secret from everyone.
 
   She frantically wrote her response and threw it at CJ.
 
   Connor Jeffries, what is wrong with you?  There is no way I can tell him!  I can’t have him looking at me as if I’m broken.  He sees me for the person that I want to be, not the insane person that I am.  I’d like to keep it that way.  I feel normal when I’m around him.  I can’t ruin that.  I need him to be supportive and loving.
 
   How would you like me to explain that I can sometimes see the spirits of the dead roaming around, or worse, that I hear voices?  That alone would get me committed.  No telling Uncle Bob!
 
   P.S. Dana is staring at you.  I think she will be the next one to ask you to Prom.  Whatever you do, don’t go with her.  She’s obsessive about her boyfriends and accuses them of cheating if they don’t constantly look at her.  She’s too needy.
 
   CJ read the note, crumpled it up, and shoved it into his pocket with enough force to pop the corner seam.  The girl was frustrating and stubborn.  He might have to go around her and tell Uncle Bob since her parents had dismissed her strange behavior years ago.  He wanted to yell at them for ignoring her depression and sadness.  Even his mother had noticed Michelle’s lack of appetite and bleak expression.  One night she had grilled him on why Michelle seemed so unhappy, but he had kept quiet.  He regretted not telling her, but Michelle would never forgive him.
 
   He craned his head around to look at Dana to see if Michelle was right about her staring at him.  Dana giggled and smiled at him.  He quickly turned around and sank lower into his chair.  Michelle was right, as usual.
 
   On their way to Spanish, CJ tried one last time to convince Michelle that talking to Uncle Bob would be the best plan of action.  “Uncle Bob understands you better than your parents and is definitely more worldly.  He probably knows a ton of doctors that could help you without medication or a straitjacket.”
 
   “No thanks.  I don’t need shrinks screwing with my mind.  I like my messed up dreams the way they are.  With my luck, I would have nightmares about clowns and rainbow ponies.  I’m used to corpses and death; clowns scare the hell out of me,” Michelle snapped at him, putting an end to the subject.
 
   She looked out the window of the classroom and focused on what the summer would bring.  Uncle Bob had promised to take her on vacation and show her some of his favorite places before she started her tour of Europe, though he hadn’t given her the details yet.  Despite her parents’ protests, she had finally convinced them that she wanted to travel instead of going to college right away.  Thankfully, Uncle Bob had worked his magic and explained that she needed to explore new places and experience new things before hitting the books again and figuring out a career path.
 
   Looking up at the clear blue sky, she felt like she was trapped in her life.  Her parents were well-meaning, but they couldn’t understand her desire to trek through different cities and be a part of the world.  Something inside told her that there was more to life than school and video games.  It was as if she was waiting for something to happen so that she could run away from this bland existence and start a new life.  She hoped graduation signaled the beginning of an adventure, though she had no idea what would happen.  Anything would be better than sifting through boring textbooks and staring at the backs of the same heads she’d seen for the last thirteen years.
 
   


 
  



Chapter 2
 
    
 
   “There’s my favorite girl!” Uncle Bob held his arms wide to hug Michelle.
 
   Michelle smiled and tossed her backpack in the corner of the entryway.  It felt like a real home when Uncle Bob visited.  The sun was brighter, the air warmer, and she didn’t feel as lonely.
 
   She hugged him and stepped back to look at him.
 
   Robert Black was tall and classically handsome with bright blue eyes and black hair that was shiny like a raven’s wing, unlike her father who was short, balding, and had brown eyes.  He was a paper salesman and droned on about boring stories about Bright White paper verses Ultra White paper, while Uncle Bob had exciting stories about his adventures in exotic locations.  Of course, Detroit would be more exotic than her hometown.
 
   When her parents ignored her and refused to listen to her problems, she would often look into the mirror at her own bright blue eyes and black hair and imagine that Uncle Bob was her father.  He understood her in ways even CJ couldn’t.  Everything she said was important and relevant.  He asked about her hobbies, books she’d read, boys she liked, and what she and CJ had done since he’d last seen them.  He could recount every story she had ever told him.  The man missed nothing.
 
   Always buttoned up in a dark suit and tie, he was an eternal bachelor who used every excuse to buy her presents, since her parents were tightwads who rarely bought anything new or went anywhere exciting.  He was charismatic, graceful, and always had impeccable manners.  When he spoke, people paid attention to him.
 
   “How long are you staying?” she blurted out.  This was the first and most important question asked upon every visit.  She held her breath, waiting for the answer.
 
   “I’m afraid I have to leave after dinner,” he sighed.  He sounded as sad as she felt.  He seemed upset that he couldn’t spend more time with her, but he was a busy man, forever on the move.
 
   “Then you will have to talk really fast and tell me everything that has happened in the last three months.  I can’t believe I haven’t seen you since my birthday,” Michelle followed him to the living room and sat down next to him on the couch.
 
   “I’m sorry I haven’t called, but things have been crazy at work.  I wanted to stop by to make sure you were ready for our trip.  I brought a few amenities for our travels, which I put in your room,” Uncle Bob looked around Michelle to make sure her mother Elise was occupied in the kitchen.  He leaned in and chuckled.  “Don’t tell your mother, but I bought you a new wardrobe.  My assistant picked out the clothes you like and I purchased some supplies for your European trip as well.  Once your parents are asleep, feel free to look through the boxes and start packing.  Oh, I also got you new luggage.  I didn’t think you wanted to use that atrocious bag your mother so loves.  I know your parents have a thing about not spending money, but I don’t see the point in traveling with old beat up luggage,” he winked at her.
 
   “You didn’t have to do that, though I appreciate the clothes,” she hugged him quickly.  “I’ll be sure to hide the luggage somewhere in the basement until we leave.  I’m just looking forward to spending time with you.  I always feel like you have to leave before I can really talk to you.”
 
   She hated admitting that she missed him, but she wanted him to know he was special to her.
 
   “I am looking forward to our time together as well.  There is so much I want to show you and teach you.  I’ve always enjoyed learning new languages and meeting new people.  I hope I can pass along some of my enthusiasm to you.  You’ve always kept people at a distance.  Perhaps this journey will help you open yourself up and learn to interact with all kinds of people,” Uncle Bob spoke enthusiastically about seeing the world.  It made her eager to leave as soon as possible.
 
   Michelle thought about CJ’s note and worried she might have nightmares on their trip.  She considered talking to him, but didn’t want to ruin their plans.  He might cancel the trip and have her evaluated.
 
   “Uncle Bob, do you think I’m strange?” she asked before she could stop herself.
 
   He pondered her question for a moment and tilted his head.  “No.  I think you are very bright, intelligent, loving, and caring.  I don’t think that’s strange.  Why would you ask that?”
 
   “I feel out of place sometimes, like I have a force field around me.  I see what’s going on, but I don’t feel like I’m a part of it.  I feel disconnected,” she was afraid he would dismiss her concerns.
 
   “My darling, you see the world very differently than most, but there’s nothing wrong with that.  I’ve watched you grow up and I know you’ve had trouble making friends.  CJ is the only person you are close to, which is fine, but I believe you need to trust people more.  You are very quick to judge strangers and decide they are not worth getting to know better.  Take the time to learn about people and you will build friendships.  Patience and understanding are vital to creating new bonds with those around you,” Uncle Bob patted her arm.
 
   Michelle hung her head.  “I understand what you are saying, but sometimes it’s hard to let people in.  Maybe if I can get some distance from this place, I can start over.”
 
   Uncle Bob took Michelle’s hands into his.
 
   “Michelle, life isn’t easy.  We don’t always know what fate has in store for us.  I promise that you will make sense of things in time.  You are in such a rush to leave home, but I’m afraid you might regret losing the simplicity of this place.  The world can be overwhelming and you will have to find your own way.  You will take on new responsibilities and be expected to do great things.  You may yearn for the safety of this life and wish you had stayed a little longer,” he sounded wistful when he spoke, as if he regretted growing up too fast or having too many responsibilities on his shoulders.
 
   Michelle slumped back into the couch and felt guilty for wanting to rush through the next few weeks.  She took his advice to heart and told herself to be patient.  He always had a way of making her see things from a different perspective.  She valued his opinion above all others.
 
   “Okay.  I’ll relax and try to enjoy what I have here,” she pulled her hands away from his and picked at her fingernails while she thought about what he said.  She would try to make the most of the next few weeks so that she wouldn’t regret rushing through it.
 
   CJ burst into the living room and greeted Uncle Bob with a handshake.  “Good to see you, Uncle Bob.  I want to hear all about Maui, or Canada, or wherever you were, but after dinner,” he quickly headed into the kitchen to see what Mrs. Black was making.
 
   Uncle Bob chuckled when he saw CJ’s enthusiasm over a pot roast.  “His parents still make him frozen dinners I see.”
 
   “Yes, they do.  Sometimes I think it’s the only reason CJ is friends with me.  If mom ever stopped cooking, he would move on to some other girl who had a mother with culinary abilities,” Michelle chuckled darkly.
 
   Uncle Bob laughed.  “Don’t dismiss the boy’s feelings so quickly.  Though, if his parents cooked, he would probably have to come up with a new excuse to spend so much time here.”
 
   Michelle rolled her eyes.  “Stick to Communication Management, Uncle Bob and forget the relationship advice.  You’re bad at it.  Three girls asked him to Prom this afternoon alone.  Well, technically, it would have been four, but I saw her stalking him and he was able to avoid her.  I have to help him sift through the offers tonight.  He needs to give them an answer by tomorrow.  There will be a lot of crushed hearts come morning,” she hated the thought of helping him pick the future Mrs. Jeffries, but she would do it with a smile to make him happy.
 
   Uncle Bob crossed his legs on the couch and rubbed his chin.  “I beg your pardon; I happen to be very good at relationship advice.  You are just too close to the problem.  I think if you took a step back and really looked at CJ, you would see what I see.  That boy cares very deeply for you.  You just need to follow your heart and stop letting your fear get in the way.”
 
   Michelle frowned, but didn’t say anything.  She was happy Uncle Bob was taking the time to help her.  She liked that he listened to what she had to say.  Her mother had told her that CJ was too good-looking to be interested in her as anything more than friends.
 
   In a moment of weakness, she turned to Uncle Bob.  “Please say that you’ll stay the night.  Just one night, that’s all,” she knew she was pleading, but she didn’t want to wait a month to see him.
 
   Uncle Bob stood up from the bland beige couch and looked around the meticulously kept living room with matching beige drapes and carpet.  It reminded him of a hospital waiting room.  It was entirely too antiseptic for him.
 
   He paced around the small room and considered her request.  He was thrilled to see her, but was devastated that he had to leave again so soon.  His love for her was his downfall and he immediately caved to her request when he looked into her eyes.
 
   “Fine, I will stay, but just for tonight.  I have to leave in the morning,” Uncle Bob sighed.  He knew there would be problems if he stayed, but he couldn’t help himself.
 
   Michelle couldn’t believe it.  He’d finally agreed to stay!  She threw her arms around him and was too overwhelmed to speak. 
 
   He responded with a chuckle, and accepted the hug.  He pulled something out his coat pocket and handed it to her.  “I have another gift for you.”
 
   Michelle looked at the white box tied with a red ribbon.
 
   “You know you don’t have to buy me things,” Michelle was embarrassed by his generosity.  She carefully pulled the ribbon and opened the box.
 
   “Do you like it?” he watched her excitedly peer into the box.
 
   Inside was a black cord necklace with a gold charm on it.  The charm had the bottom of a cross and a loop on top instead of a straight line.  It was beautiful.  The only other jewelry she owned was an adjustable thick silver band with a large gem in the middle that she wore on her right hand.  The gemstone was red, with a black half crescent in the middle and more specks of red inside of it.  The gem glowed when the light hit it the right way.  Uncle Bob had given it to her when she was born and she never took it off.
 
   “It’s amazing.  What is it?” Michelle liked the idea of wearing a necklace.
 
   “It’s called an Egyptian Ankh; they were depicted in hieroglyphics in Ancient Egypt.  The drawings suggest that the gods used them to breathe life into people when they went into the afterlife.  I fell in love with it when I saw it.  It’s made out of gold.  I found it in an auction house.  They said it was very old,” he explained matter-of-factly.
 
   “It’s beautiful.  Thank you so much,” she appreciated his thoughtfulness, but felt bad that she never had anything to give him in return.
 
   He took the necklace and fastened it around her neck.
 
   “I’m glad you like it,” Uncle Bob smiled proudly while CJ walked over to admire the necklace.
 
   Michelle’s mother popped her head into the living room and waved to Uncle Bob.  “Dinner time, Robert.  I made my special pot roast, your favorite.  Hurry along before it gets cold.”  
 
   “Can’t wait Elise, we’ll be right there,” Uncle Bob turned his attention back to Michelle.
 
   Michelle folded her arms and rolled her eyes.  “It must be five o’clock on the dot, Early Bird Special at the Black House.  I swear to God, by the time they’re in their 70’s they’re going to eat dinner at two o’clock and be in bed by three o’clock.  Don’t you just love how she invites me and CJ to dinner?”
 
   Uncle Bob patted her arm and nodded.
 
   Mr. Black walked into the living room and extended his hand to his brother.  “Hello Robert, good to see you as always.  Sorry I didn’t come down sooner, I had an emergency with a large order I was working on.  You know how it is when duty calls; you drop everything.  How have you been?” Henry smiled brightly, though he appeared tired.
 
   “Yes, I know all about duty,” Uncle Bob chuckled and shook hands with him.  “Everything’s fine.  I see you are taking good care of Michelle and CJ.”
 
   “Of course.  Now, come along, I have some paper samples for you to look through.  I’m sure we can find something for your company letterhead.  You really need to make a statement with it,” Henry’s eyes lit up at the thought of conducting business.  He made his way over to the kitchen table and waited for dinner.              
 
   Michelle shook her head at father’s unique ability to turn any conversation into a sales pitch.  She waited to escort Uncle Bob to the kitchen.
 
   “You go along; I forgot something in the car.  CJ, why don’t you help me?” Uncle Bob watched Michelle shuffle into the kitchen.
 
   Uncle Bob and CJ walked out of the house and stood next to the shiny red Mercedes convertible in the driveway.
 
   CJ watched Uncle Bob lean against the car and smirk.
 
   “So…how’s it going?  I see you still haven’t gotten up the nerve to ask my lovely niece out yet.  I heard about the Prom offers.  I assume I know why you haven’t accepted any of the offers yet,” he watched CJ fidget under his scrutiny.
 
   CJ hung his head.  Uncle Bob had figured out some years ago that he had a huge crush on Michelle, despite the fact that Michelle was oblivious.  He had tried to give him advice over the years, but CJ always managed to screw things up.  It was hard because he was sworn to silence about Michelle’s problems and couldn’t explain how there was rarely a good time to profess his love for her.
 
   “Well, no, but I do have a plan.  We made a pact Freshman year stating that we would go together, if we didn’t have any dates.  I figured if I deny all the offers, then I would be considered dateless.  She will have to take pity on me since the deadline for bids is tomorrow.  She will have to go with me.  Then I just have to tell her how I feel about her on Prom night.  I’m just afraid she’ll tell me that we’re better off as friends and rip my still beating heart from my chest,” CJ grimaced at the image.  He stopped for a minute and debated if that was his nightmare, or if it had been one of Michelle’s nightmares.  No, he was sure it was his nightmare.
 
   “Chicken.  I don’t foresee this plan working.  Michelle will pick someone for you, if she has to.  I think you need to be straightforward, and tell her that you love her.  You do realize she is leaving soon.  You’re running out of time, my boy,” Uncle Bob frowned at him and tapped his fingers on the hood.
 
   “Don’t remind me.  I get sick every time I think about it.  Do you really have to take her away so soon?  I’m thrilled that she’s getting out of here, but I don’t know what I’m going to do without her,” CJ kicked a rock in the driveway wishing things were easier with Michelle.
 
   “I’m afraid so.  You and I both know she’s unhappy here.  She’s learned what she can from school and it’s time for her to take the next step.  I’m hoping that new surroundings will ease her mind and dispel some of her melancholy,” he hated the thought of separating the two of them, especially since they were so close.
 
   “So you’ve noticed that she’s miserable.  I’m glad someone has noticed,” CJ held his breath and prepared to tell Uncle Bob everything.
 
   “Dear boy, there are very few things that I don’t see when it comes to her.  You know I have no children of my own and I think of her as a daughter.  That is why I’m taking her away.  There are so many things her parents haven’t taught her.  I feel that I must enlighten her,” he saw the sadness on the boy’s face.  He had grown very fond of him over the years and hated to see him so despondent.
 
   “I get it, I do.  It’s just that I’m going to miss her,” CJ decided to keep his mouth shut.  He hoped that spending time with her uncle would make her trust him enough to tell him what she was going through.
 
   “I’ve been meaning to ask you.  Does she fancy another boy?  Is that why you are hesitant to ask her out?” he had never considered that Michelle might like someone else.
 
   “Thankfully, she hasn’t shown any interest in anyone so far; otherwise, I’d be totally freaking out,” CJ hated the thought of Michelle with another guy.  It made him angry to picture her kissing someone.
 
   CJ thought about Kevin Jones’ reaction to Michelle during lunch.  Kevin had actually blushed when he thought Michelle was staring at him.  Thank God, he was too flustered to ask her out.  CJ was grateful that the bell had rung and Michelle had quickly left for class.  Kevin looked mad that he hadn’t taken his shot.  CJ decided to trip Kevin in the hallway the next time he looked like was going to make a move, or maybe spill some soda on him.
 
   Uncle Bob nodded and turned to search for something in his car.  He pulled out a picture frame and stared at it for a moment.
 
   “I suggest you make your move soon; otherwise, you will regret it someday,” he tried to encourage the boy, though it was odd he needed any encouragement.  The two of them were well suited for each other.
 
   CJ sighed and nodded his head.
 
   After dinner, Uncle Bob presented a 5 x 7 framed picture to Michelle.
 
   The photo was of an enormous cliff overlooking a river that divided a mountain range into smaller mountains in the distance.  The skyline was breathtaking, even in the small picture.
 
   “It’s beautiful, but why are you giving me a picture of a cliff?” Michelle touched the intricate wooden frame and committed the photo to memory.
 
   “It’s the Preikestolen in Norway.  It requires a lot of hiking to get there, but it is well worth the trek.  The cliff was created during an Ice Age.  It’s my favorite place to visit and I thought we could start our journey there.  I’ve mistakenly captivated you with my tales of traveling, so I only have myself to blame.  I hope you will enjoy Norway since it’s very different from your itinerary in the autumn.  I know you plan to visit large cities, so I thought we could travel to scenic areas together,” Uncle Bob relaxed when he saw Michelle’s smile.
 
   “This is perfect.  I want to see the world from your perspective.  I can’t wait to see it,” she imagined herself standing on the awe-inspiring cliff with her uncle.
 
   “Though I love the Cliffs of Moher in Ireland for their beautiful sunsets, the Preikestolen has always been special to me.  You’d have to see it to understand.  Standing on the edge, you feel like you’re flying,” he ignored the look of bewilderment from his brother since his idea of traveling meant going to a paper conference once a year in Philadelphia and staying at a Motel 6.
 
   Elise shot Robert a disapproving look and scooped more mashed potatoes onto CJ’s plate.  “Make sure you bring a jacket.  It looks like it will be cold.”
 
   CJ tried to be cheerful, but he was upset that Michelle was going to be in the middle of nowhere without a phone.
 
   Uncle Bob saw the grief on CJ’s face.  He shifted in his chair and cleared his throat.  “I was thinking maybe CJ could join us, if you are okay with it Michelle.  I know he will be heading off to NJIT in the autumn, so I thought the two of you would like to spend one last summer together,” he hid his amusement when CJ quickly looked up at him and accidentally knocked his plate halfway across the table.
 
   Michelle nearly fell out of her chair.  She would do anything to have more time with CJ.  “Yes, I’m okay with that.  CJ, do you want to come?”
 
   CJ suddenly felt guilty for being a jerk.  “Sure, yes, as long as I’m not intruding.”
 
   It would put a kink in his plans to ask her out, but it was worth it.  He would have to wait until after they left; otherwise, she might kick him off the guest list.
 
   “Nothing would make me happier.  Thank you, Uncle Bob!” Michelle’s summer plans were now perfect.  She didn’t know how to thank her uncle.  He had given her the best present of all, two and a half more months with CJ.
 
   Michelle’s parents were surprised by the offer, but didn’t say anything.  They rarely disagreed with Uncle Bob and his spur of the moment decisions, though her mother quickly got up to wash the dishes to hide her displeasure.  Michelle knew her parents couldn’t say anything since she and CJ were both eighteen.
 
   The three traveling companions spent the last few hours of the evening talking about the trip and deciding what CJ would need to pack.
 
   Around eight o’clock, Henry retired to the study to read the evening paper, and Elise excused herself so that she could plan the meals for the following day.  Michelle sat by the window and watched the last bit of light disappear into the darkness.  The evening dread came over her, knowing she would have to sleep soon.  She took a deep breath and hoped that tonight would be a good night.
 
   She listened to Uncle Bob tease CJ about his video game obsession.  While he was playing Gabriel Knight:  Sins of the Fathers, he was eagerly trying to finish the game so he could move on to Doom.  She listened to the two of them banter over the practical applications of video games in the real world.  CJ won the argument when he stated that video games had taught him battle strategies, what kind of weapon worked best in a fight, and how to stake vampires.  Uncle Bob cheerfully conceded defeat.
 
   After CJ went home, Michelle went to her room to relax.  She picked up her book about vampires and tried to forget her problems for a while.  It was easier reading about death through other people’s eyes.  Vampires were a safe subject since she had never encountered a vampire in her version of Hell.  While she didn’t really like vampires, she was willing to let her mind drift off into a fantasy land where the undead were the biggest concern.  At least no one would say the main character of the book was insane and have her committed.  She tried to imagine a sexy vampire and failed miserably.
 
   A knock at the door pulled her attention to Uncle Bob, who was standing in the doorway with a glass of milk.  She laughed at the sight of him, still in his suit.  He had taken off his jacket, and his pristine light blue sleeves had been rolled up.  He looked very out of place in her flowery wallpaper-clad room with pink frilly decorations.  She was embarrassed that she still had a nightlight in the corner, which she used every night.  She hated waking up in the dark, trying to figure out where she was.
 
   “Reading anything good?” he handed her the milk and sat down in her desk chair.
 
   “Nah, just vampires, nothing of interest,” she threw the book down and accepted the milk.
 
   “You like vampires and such?  I had no idea,” Uncle Bob was curious as he watched her reaction.
 
   “No.  I don’t understand drinking someone else’s blood.  It’s gross and I think it would hurt.  Besides, they don’t exist.  I have other things to worry about like Shakespeare and finals,” she shrugged.
 
   Uncle Bob chuckled and watched her wave away the possibility of mythical creatures.  “I wouldn’t be so quick to turn your back on such ideas.  There are many things in this world that people don’t believe in, yet truly exist.  You will see many unique and amazing things before your time is done in this world.”
 
   “As much as I complain about my boring life, I don’t think I could handle too much excitement.  I definitely don’t believe in monsters, and I wouldn’t want to meet one if they were real,” Michelle pulled her knees to her chest.  She had enough things to worry about.
 
   “That’s your parents talking.  I hate to say it, but you are sheltered here, which is good and bad.  There is a lot you need to learn.  I always feel like time is against me.  You are growing up so fast.  There is never enough time to talk to you,” Uncle Bob sighed.  He watched the confusion play across her face.
 
   “We have time.  I promise I will learn anything you want me to.  I can’t wait to learn as many languages as I can and eat a ton of different foods.  I want to see museums and plays, and take tours of castles and ruins.  You say I’m sheltered, but I feel more like I’m being held prisoner.  Don’t get me wrong, mom and dad are nice, but they look at me as if I’m some stranger under their roof.  I’m someone that they cook and clean for but they don’t really understand me,” Michelle tried not to feel angry, but couldn’t get past her resentment.
 
   “I know it isn’t always easy for you here, but they are good people.  They care more about you than you think.  Teenagers always think their parents don’t understand them.  It’s a part of being a teenager,” Uncle Bob tried to cross his legs and relax in the small pink chair.
 
   Michelle laughed when Uncle Bob nearly fell on the floor when the small chair shifted under his weight.
 
   “I know.  I’m sure I’ll miss them when I leave.  Thanks for helping me talk them into a year of traveling.  Mom almost had a heart attack when I suggested it.  I have to thank you again for letting CJ come with us.  It means more to me than you know,” Michelle smiled and leaned back against her fuzzy pink pillow.
 
   “I thought it was important to give you more time with CJ before you have to leave him.  I know he is special to you.  I would never forgive myself if I separated the two of you.  I see how he acts around you.  He takes care of you.  Everyone needs a person in their life that helps them get through the good and the bad.  Now, it’s time for you to rest.  You have school tomorrow.  Elise will have my head if I keep you up too late,” Uncle Bob stood up from the chair as gracefully as he could and leaned over to kiss Michelle on the forehead.  He ruffled her hair and left her room.
 
   “Good night,” Michelle pulled the covers down and fluffed her pillow.
 
   Uncle Bob stopped at the doorway and turned to face her.  “I forgot.  CJ mentioned an English presentation.  How did it go?  He complained that you were the only one excused from writing a paper.”
 
   Michelle blushed when she heard that CJ had snitched on her.  “It was ok.  I had to reenact Lady Macbeth’s speech when she goes mad.  I thought I would be nervous, but I think I did all right.  Mr. Timmons said that I expressed regret about the blood and the death on my hands, yet remained in command when telling Macbeth that they had nothing to fear because the dead can’t hurt them.  He said that I understood her guilt, but also portrayed her commitment to what she had done.”
 
   Uncle Bob smiled slightly, but he looked sad.  “I’m glad that your teacher liked it.  You’ve learned so much.  I’m very proud of you,” he turned and left her room.
 
   She lay in the bed for a long time thinking about Norway.  She wondered what it would be like to travel with Uncle Bob and CJ.  As much as she wanted to go to the Prom and walk down the aisle at Graduation, she desperately wanted to get to the end of school and start her life.
 
   In the morning, Michelle awoke to the smell of Elise’s pancakes, instead of the fear induced panic attack that welcomed her most mornings.  She was happy for the first time in forever.  Traveling with Uncle Bob for three months might grant her peaceful nights, so that she could be an ordinary girl for a while.  She could finally focus on CJ and get up the nerve to tell him how she felt about him.
 
   After breakfast, Uncle Bob hugged Michelle goodbye.  “I’m sorry that I have to leave, honey.  However, I will be back for Graduation in June.  I promise.  It’s only a little over a month away.  Look at the picture of Norway and think about our trip together.  Tell CJ to take good care of you while I’m gone or I’m coming after him,” he hated to leave her, but he knew he had to.
 
   “I love you,” Michelle whispered into his jacket before she let go of him.  This time she didn’t shed tears at the thought of him leaving.
 
   “I love you too, my dear,” Uncle Bob waved and walked out the front door.
 
   


 
  



Chapter 3
 
    
 
   Two weeks had passed since Uncle Bob’s visit and Michelle was counting the days until he returned, though the days seemed to be getting longer and harder.  Each night was worse than the last and the nightmares were taking a toll on her.  Since the day he had left, she had started having nasty migraines, which worsened each day.  She was popping aspirin like candy, though they eventually stopped working.
 
   CJ grimaced at her on the way to class.  “Don’t take this the wrong way, but you look worse than I have ever seen you, and that includes the night you tangled with the Realm of Burning Seas and the Realm of Fire back to back.”
 
   He watched her stumble through the hallway into class.  He desperately wanted her to laugh or hit him or do something other than stare at him blankly in pain.  Maybe he had been wrong about not telling Uncle Bob.  He wasn’t sure if the nightmares were related to the headaches, but he didn’t want to rule it out.
 
   “Actually, that night was a cakewalk compared to what I’m feeling now.  I never thought I would say this, but I prefer the realm where your skull is crushed instead of this migraine.  I feel like if my head split open it would relieve the pain,” Michelle mumbled before slumping down into her seat in English.  She put her head down on the desk, wishing she could fall asleep.
 
   “Go home,” CJ groaned, frustrated that she was pushing herself so hard.
 
   “I can’t.  Finals start next week.  I have to be here for the reviews.  My mother said I could go to the nurse after 7th period and skip gym.  She’ll pick me up and take me to the doctor,” she squinted to keep the fluorescent lights at bay.
 
   The chattering in the classroom echoed through her head.  It felt like shards of glass were being shoved into her brain.  Everyone sounded like the adults in the Peanuts cartoon.  It took her a second to realize that someone was addressing her.
 
   “Miss Black, are you ready to start class?” Mr. Timmons sounded annoyed.  Apparently, he had started the lesson, unbeknownst to her.
 
   “Sorry Mr. Timmons, I’m not feeling well,” Michelle tried to focus on the front of the room to find Mr. Timmons, but settled on the general direction where his voice might have come from.
 
   “Are you all right?  You don’t look good,” his voice was suddenly louder.  He quickly appeared a few inches in front of her.
 
   “I feel terrible,” she whimpered.
 
   “What’s wrong?” he replied softly.
 
   She’d never heard him sound concerned before.
 
   “Migraine,” she mumbled.
 
   “Look at me,” he knelt in front of her and looked into her eyes.
 
   Michelle stared into the blue eyes in front of her and shivered.  The pain had inexplicably moved from her head to her chest.  Instead of her head feeling like it was going to explode, something inside her chest burned.
 
   She felt compelled to reach out and touch Mr. Timmons, but instead she grabbed the desk for support.  The feeling inside of her chest grew and clawed at her.  Her body was shaking and it felt like the top of the desk would snap under the strength of her grip.
 
   Mr. Timmons put his hand on her forehead, presumably to see if she had a fever, when a jolt of electricity roared through her body.  He jumped back as if he had felt it too.
 
   She slammed her hands down on her desk and tried to steady herself in her chair.  Her body felt like it was breaking apart.
 
   “Nurse.  Now.  Mr. Jeffries, will you please make sure she gets there?”  Mr. Timmons was professional in his words, but he sounded extremely anxious.
 
   “Of course, sir,” CJ got Michelle to her feet and helped her to the door.
 
   The farther she moved from the room, the more control she had over her body.  The swirling and clawing in her chest calmed and the pain drifted back to her head.  Her migraine was back in full force by the time they reached the nurse’s office.
 
   The nurse took one look at the pair of them stumbling into her office and didn’t hesitate to call Michelle’s mother.  She guided them to the chairs along the wall and ran off to get an ice pack.
 
   “What was that about?” CJ whispered.
 
   “What are you talking about?” she leaned her head against the wall and closed her eyes, trying not to vomit.
 
   “When Mr. Timmons touched your head, you looked like you were going to break the desk.  I’ve seen you intense before, but you looked downright scary when he knelt in front of you.  Michelle, you scared the man half to death.  I saw his face.  He looked terrified.  You were staring at him as if you were going to hit him.  After he touched you, I thought he was going run out of the room.  I’ve never seen him freak out before.  What happened?” he asked.  He’d known her to do weird things before, like look at a person in the mall and know if they were a criminal or stare at a bully like she was planning to hit him, but this was new territory.
 
   “I don’t know.  Something happened when I looked into his eyes.  My headache stopped, but it felt like my chest was going to explode.  I can’t explain it.  I think I almost yelled at him, but I don’t know why.  When he touched me, time stopped and it felt like I’d stuck my finger in a socket.  I’ve never experienced anything like that before and I hope it never happens again,” she put her hand on the back of her neck and tried to block out the loud ticking from the wall clock.
 
   “That wasn’t normal, Michelle.  I don’t know what’s going on, but you have to tell someone.  There has to be someone who can figure out what’s wrong with you,” CJ shifted in his chair, desperate for an answer.
 
   Anger surged inside of her, despite the pain.  “Go back to class, CJ,” she snapped.
 
   “What?  Why?” CJ turned to look at her.
 
   She pried her eyes open and glared at him.  “I’m not normal.  We both know that.  Stop pretending that I am.  Nothing about my life makes sense and talking to a psychiatrist isn’t going to change that.  I don’t know what’s happening to me, but you can’t fix it.  No one can.  Do you think I want to be like this?  Do you think I like knowing when people have done terrible things?  Maybe I am crazy or delusional, but for once, I don’t care.  You can’t fix me CJ, so stop trying.”
 
   CJ saw the anger in her eyes.  He knew he had finally crossed the line.
 
   “I’m sorry.  I’m just trying to understand what happened.  Relax.  I’m here for you.  Your mom is coming and you can go home and rest.  I know the nightmares are worse and this headache is getting to you.  Michelle, you’re tougher than anyone I know.  You’ll find a way to deal with this.  Please calm down.  Let me take care of you until your mom gets here,” he refused to leave her alone and in pain.
 
   Michelle took a breath and settled down.  She realized she was being cruel, but the pain was clouding her senses.  “I’m sorry I yelled at you,” she sniffled and leaned down to put her head on his lap.
 
   CJ stiffened when Michelle fell sideways into his lap and rested her head on his thigh.  He unconsciously pulled the hair from her cheek and patted her head.  Under normal circumstances, he would be shivering with anticipation seeing Michelle’s head in his lap, but now he was borderline hysterical while they sat waiting for her mother to arrive.
 
   The nurse tried to send CJ back to class, but he refused.  He gave her the excuse that Michelle might have trouble walking to the car.  He would carry her if he had to, or even if he didn’t have to.  He wanted her safe.  He pressed the ice pack to the back of her neck, hoping it would do something.
 
   “I apologize in advance if I vomit on you,” Michelle muttered.
 
   CJ chuckled.  “You can vomit on me as long as you don’t yell at me again.  I hate when you’re mad at me.  For a second I thought you might punch me.”
 
   “If I could see that far, I might have,” she chuckled.  “I’m glad you finally chose your Prom date, though I still don’t understand why you didn’t ask anyone.  Jenn is a lucky girl.  I’m sure the two of you will have fun.  Make sure your mom takes pictures.  It’s doubtful that I will feel better in two days, so I might not get to see you in your tux.  Maybe you can explain to Kevin why I’m not going.”
 
   CJ cringed.  His plans of asking Michelle to a slow dance evaporated before his eyes.  Kevin Jones had finally gotten up enough guts to ask Michelle to the Prom, after which he anonymously tossed Kevin’s gym clothes into the toilet.  Despite his plans to wait until the summer to discuss their relationship, he desperately wanted at least one dance with her.
 
   “Sure, I can tell him, though he saw what happened in English.  He probably figures you won’t make it,” CJ felt bad that Michelle would miss the dance.
 
   “Thank you for waiting with me,” she snuggled into his leg, happy that he was with her.
 
   Taking slow breaths, she tried to move her head slightly to relieve the pressure.  That’s when she heard the voice.
 
   You are growing weaker.  You won’t be able to resist me for much longer.  You will join me.
 
   Michelle jerked herself out of CJ’s lap.  She frantically looked around for an explanation or an escape route, which ever worked best.  CJ jumped in surprise but managed to regain his balance and put his arms around her.
 
   They cannot help you.  They cannot protect you from me.  They are meaningless.  You are what I want and nothing will stand in my way.
 
   “What’s wrong?  What happened?” CJ saw the wild look in her eyes.
 
   “I’ve officially lost my mind.  I can hear the voice,” Michelle tried to stand up, but CJ held her back.
 
   “Okay, breathe.  There’s nobody else here.  The voice isn’t real.  The headache is messing with you,” he knew they had just entered into dangerous territory.  He had never known her to hear the voice while awake.
 
   She looked at CJ.  His face was etched with worry, though he looked like he would kill anything that came near her or threatened her.  If only he could protect her.  She didn’t know how to fight someone who she couldn’t see.  What was CJ supposed to do about someone who he couldn’t see or hear?  She needed an exorcist or a CAT scan.
 
   “I’m scared,” she felt tears welling up in her eyes.  She looked at the floor and contemplated what she should do.  
 
   CJ pulled her head against his shoulder and hugged her.  “No matter what happens, I’m here for you.”
 
   He wanted to distract her by kissing her, but knew it wasn’t the best time.  He wanted to tell her that he loved her, but he knew she wouldn’t believe him.  She would think he said it out of pity.
 
   Looking at her pain-filled eyes and disheveled hair, he realized that a true test of love was seeing someone at their worst and still believing they looked beautiful.
 
   After an excruciating afternoon at the doctor’s office and two bowls of homemade chicken soup, Michelle felt even worse, if that were possible.  She was a little lightheaded after the medication had kicked in, but the pain was still there and growing.  The laughing, or perhaps taunting was more appropriate, echoed in her head.  Time seemed to lose meaning as she drifted in and out of consciousness.  She remembered there being a three o’clock at some point and yet it seemed to be three o’clock again.  This time it was a sunny version of three o’clock.  Michelle realized she had slept an entire day.
 
   She tried to get up, but the room spun and the voice got louder.
 
   I have waited a long time for you, too long.  I will not wait any longer.  The fools you surround yourself with cannot help you.  I can take away your pain.  I can give you pleasure beyond your wildest dreams.  I can give you everything you have ever wanted.  All you have to do is join me.  It is so simple, so easy.  All you have to do is come to me.
 
   Michelle shook her head to make the voice stop, but it got louder.  He kept promising her pleasure or threatening that the pain would worsen.  The voice was so loud she couldn’t hear herself think.
 
   That’s it, she decided.  I have completely lost my mind.
 
   The voice went on for hours, maybe days.  She vaguely remembered her mother checking on her and CJ trying to talk to her.  The pain increased and yet she couldn’t seem to find her voice to scream for help.
 
   Come to me.  Deep down you know it is what you want.  You belong with me.  I can ease your agony, and take away your loneliness.  No one understands you, no one really knows you.  I understand you.  I know the real you.  All you have to do is come to me and everything will be perfect.
 
   The voice became hypnotic and pushed every other thought away.  Yes, he could ease her pain.  She had been in pain for so long, suffering from all the horrors that had plagued her and having no one to help her.  They would condemn her for her strange abilities.  They would lock her away, and take her freedom from her.  Not only would her nights be unbearable, but so would her days.  Sitting in a room, doped up on meds for the rest of her life would be worse than the nightmares.  They would fear and hate her if they knew what she could do.
 
   Yes, he understood her as no one else could.  Yes, everything would be perfect.  All she had to do was join him.  But how, how could she join him?  The image came quickly to the forefront of her mind and blinded her for a moment.  Yes, it was so easy.  Join him, and make the pain go away.
 
   Michelle looked into the bathroom mirror, unsure how she had gotten there.  She saw her reflection for the first time in days, or maybe weeks.  She was pale and gaunt.  She had lost so much weight and the agony was reflected everywhere in her features.  She was trembling and dizzy.
 
   Join me.
 
   Yes, she had to join him.  It was the only way.  Yes, it was so simple.  Michelle noticed movement in the reflection of the mirror.  There was water running in the sink.  She must have turned on the faucet.  She looked down into the sink, but the dizziness increased.
 
   I’ll just take a drink of water and I’ll feel better, she thought.
 
   She moved her hand down to reach for the water, when she noticed something on her wrist.  The room spun and she felt herself falling to the floor.  The white bathroom seemed even brighter than usual.
 
   Lying on the floor made her cold.  She shivered.  Moving her hand, she felt something wet on the tile.
 
   The sink must have overflowed.  I really should get off the cold tile, she thought, but she couldn’t move.  She pushed her legs around, trying to remember how to stand up.
 
   Michelle felt something in her right hand as her fingers began to tingle.  She lifted up her arm just enough to see something metal in her hand.
 
   How odd, I don’t remember picking anything up, she thought.
 
   The coldness increased and spread through her.  She was relieved that the voice had quieted down.  The only sound that remained was a pounding in her ears.  The rippling pain in her head was gone, replaced by shooting pains in her wrists and arms.
 
   Join him, she thought.  Her breathing became labored, but the pain drifted away.
 
   Yes, I want to join him.  He sounds so lonely, she thought as the room grew darker and the cold overtook her.
 
    
 
   ∞
 
   The screaming was loud and yet distant.  Instinctively, she knew she was dreaming.  It was unbearably warm, and the smell was the same, sulfur and burning flesh.  It seemed that her headaches hadn’t stopped the dreams, though she quickly realized her head was no longer throbbing.  In fact, nothing hurt.  The main question was; why was everything so dark?  Typically, she saw the eerie red glow from the fires immediately.  Why was it so dark?  Hell didn’t have a nighttime or daytime.
 
   Her eyes fluttered open and she felt stupid.
 
   Opening your eyes usually helps, she thought dryly.
 
   It took a moment for her eyes to focus, but when they did, she saw the familiar flickering shadows on the walls from the firelight.  It was strangely comforting after seeing nothing but darkness.
 
   Darkness?  What was it about the darkness that should concern her?
 
   It suddenly dawned on her that the fire looked like it was reaching toward her instead of climbing high into the sky.
 
   That’s not normal, she mused.  Why am I not crawling through the realms, writhing in pain, she wondered.
 
   She realized with a start that she was lying on her side on the floor and staring at the reflection of the fire on the black marble.  She carefully picked up her head and tried to sit up.  That’s when she noticed the soot covered black boots on the marble dais.
 
   “I was wondering how long it would take for Sleeping Beauty to open her eyes,” the man wearing the black boots chuckled.
 
   Michelle carefully sat up, as she looked around the room.  She recognized the Throne Room, which meant that she was at the top of the middle tower in the castle.  She had never been in the other two towers.  The room had curved black stone walls and a black marble multi tiered dais, which was the focal point of the room.  Behind the dais was a large roaring fireplace that extended to the edges of the dais.
 
   The scones on the walls that lit the rest of the windowless tower revealed nothing new in the room.  The three thrones sat upon the dais, just as she had seen before.  The two thrones on the lower platform were different from each other, but both appeared uncomfortable.  The one on her left was made of black metal with a seat back that looked like a shield.  The metal was ornately carved with branches, though it had no distinguishable markings, aside from a few squiggles and swirls around the branches.  The throne to her right had been carved out of a solid block of black marble.  It had a high back, but no armrests.
 
   Upon the highest platform sat the Skull Throne made of metal holding three skulls in place, one at the top of the throne and the other two at the ends of the armrests.  The top skull had rubies for eyes.  It was a typical sight.  What was out of place was the man sitting in the Skull Throne, looking at her with a mix of curiosity and amusement.  He smirked at her from the throne, looking regal, and yet sinister.  She had never seen anyone sitting on the thrones before.
 
   She forced herself to look at the man, though something told her that she should probably run.  He was more handsome than beautiful, but had a cruel, cold look to him, especially as the firelight flickered across his face.  He had shoulder length wavy brown hair and brown, almost black eyes.  He had the beginnings of a beard though it had probably only been a day or two since he’d last shaved.  He was dressed in a tight black button-down shirt and leather pants.  She had never seen him before, despite all her visits to Hell, so it took longer than it should have to connect all the pieces.
 
   “Lucifer,” she whispered, afraid that saying his name aloud would make him real.
 
   Dear Lord, she wasn’t crazy after all.  After so many years of being afraid that people would think she was nuts, she was finally vindicated, not that it made her feel any better.  Crazy or sane, she was sitting in Hell, the real one.
 
   “So you do know me.  I was starting to wonder.  The mortals have so many different versions of what they consider to be the devil, yet not all of them are actually based on me.  Their stories and fables speak of a creature who tempts people to do wrong; unfortunately, they don’t have their facts straight.  I am, however, the ruler of Hell.  You can probably get off the floor now, unless you enjoy sitting at my feet,” he smirked wickedly.
 
   Michelle rose to her feet and found that she was wearing the light pink pajamas she hated, which looked very out of place in the morbid room.  In her dreams, she wore her normal clothes.  She glared at Lucifer, embarrassed that she was wearing nothing but her PJs.
 
   “Oh, don’t look at me, my precious pink petunia.  I certainly didn’t put you in that frilly thing.  I had no idea you would be wearing that when you arrived,” Lucifer chuckled at her misfortune.
 
   That laugh.  The world froze and Michelle’s insides turned to ice.  Her hope that this was simply another dream vanished when she realized Lucifer was the voice inside her head.  How stupid could she have been?
 
   No, she had never seen Lucifer in all the years she’d dreamed of Hell.  She’d seen the punishers and had overheard some of their names, yet she had neither seen, nor heard mention of Lucifer.  Years ago, she had decided that Lucifer or the devil didn’t exist.  He was a story made up to scare people and force them to be good.  Sadly, it seemed she was very wrong.
 
   “My mother must have dressed me while I was suffering from the headaches.  They were always her favorite, even though I told her I looked ridiculous in them,” Michelle murmured as she tried to swallow past the thickness in her throat.  She didn’t want to contemplate anything more than her current PJ issue; otherwise, she would fall apart.
 
   A tingling sensation caused her to look down at her hand.  Thankfully, her ring was still on her finger.  She took some comfort from that, though her new necklace from Uncle Bob was gone.  She rubbed her hand and adjusted the ring to ease the strange feeling.
 
   “Your mother, the one who raised you from birth, yes, I’m sure it must have been her.  It’s true; most souls come here in whatever clothing they died in, truly unfortunate for the people who died naked.  Of course, it’s really worse for us than them.  Most people don’t look good without their clothes,” Lucifer smirked.
 
   He seemed amused by the conversation.  She had the distinct impression he was picturing her without clothes.
 
   Michelle decided he was definitely crazy and didn’t entertain guests often.  She also didn’t appreciate the way he was looking at her with hunger in his eyes.  She decided it was best to ignore him for the moment.
 
   “Dear God, I hope they don’t bury me in this…”  Michelle stopped breathing.  No, this was no longer a dream, she had accepted that part, but the rest of her brain hadn’t caught up to the real reason for her current dilemma.  If she were in Hell and wearing a horrible outfit, never mind speaking to the devil, she must be well and truly dead.
 
   Shit, she thought as reality set in.
 
   Lucifer followed her train of thought and replied, “Yes, I can only imagine what your mother would consider a suitable burial outfit for her deceased daughter, who was no longer walking the earth, who was having a conversation with the Prince of Darkness, given that outfit,” Lucifer seemed very pleased with himself for making light of her death.  He even winked at her when her knees began to shake.
 
   “The Prince of Darkness,” Michelle repeated absently.
 
   “I do love a good title, don’t you?  I have many titles.  Of course, with so many to choose from, might I suggest that you call me, Master?”  Lucifer’s eyes lit up when he said the last word.  He leaned forward on his throne and watched her reaction with anticipation.
 
   “Master?  Why should I call you that?”  she asked.  Michelle was cold and trembling despite the incredible heat.
 
   “Because, my dear, you are in my Hell, and you are here of your own free will, as one can plainly see,” Lucifer motioned to Michelle’s wrists.
 
   Michelle looked down at her wrists and saw two thick raised scars on each wrist beginning just under her palm, and ending two inches down.
 
   Her head became fuzzy and her vision blurred.  She remembered the bathroom sink.  It wasn’t water running into the sink; it was blood, her blood and a lot of it.  As she thought back, she realized she was missing time.  She didn’t remember picking up the razor or cutting herself.  She only remembered the burning sensation of the cuts.
 
   “Yes, suicide is a messy affair, I’m afraid.  It’s very emotionally draining.  Most people don’t even remember doing it.  They are usually confused when they arrive here.  There are so many questions like “why” and “what happened” to answer.  It’s tedious really.  The simple answer is they threw their lives away, and now they belong to me,” Lucifer hissed as he stood.  He slowly descended the three steps from his throne and approached Michelle.
 
   “Why do they belong to you?” Michelle’s mouth was dry as he moved closer to her.  She could feel the heat coming off him, which was odd given the raging inferno all around her.  She was too nervous to look at his face.  He had definitely taken an interest in her, as a woman, though she doubted he treated most of his guests or prisoners this way.
 
   “The worst crime against God one can commit is suicide.  He doesn’t like having His gifts thrown away.  Those who spit in the face of God became my servants in the afterlife.  Only after we believe they have learned their lesson are they returned to the world.  I’ll admit some have yet to learn, even after all these eons,” Lucifer tsked at all the poor souls still stuck in Hell, though he didn’t seem very sorry for them.
 
   Michelle’s thoughts whirled as she considered his statement.  She had somehow killed herself, though she didn’t remember doing it.  It hardly seemed fair that she should become someone’s servant in the afterlife, since she had never consciously decided to kill herself.
 
   She lifted her hand and bit her nail, lost in thought.  She needed to figure out what was going and how to get back home.  Waking up seemed like an impossible solution, so she went back to her original plan of running.
 
   “That is an interesting piece of jewelry, may I see it?” Lucifer was staring at her hand.  His voice suddenly sounded hollow.
 
   Michelle raised her hand without thinking, but she pulled back when he tried to touch her ring.
 
   “Where did you get such a beautiful ring?  It looks very old,” Lucifer wouldn’t take his eyes off her hand.
 
   “My uncle gave it to me.  I’ve had it forever,” Michelle shrugged.  Something told her to keep it close to her if Lucifer was curious about it.
 
   “Of course, a family heirloom, I’m sure.  Make sure you don’t lose it.  It’s lovely,” Lucifer replied coldly.
 
   He snapped his fingers and a man came running out of the shadows from the right side of the dais, near a door she had never noticed before.  The man was carrying something draped across his arms.  As he moved closer, she realized it was a long black dress.
 
   Michelle closed her hand around her ring.  She thought it was strange he told her not to lose it.  What did he care about jewelry?  He almost seemed afraid of it.
 
   “Well, you needn’t worry about that abominable outfit any longer.  I have the perfect solution right here,” he looked pointedly at her clothes and waved his arm toward the dress.
 
   “You want me to wear that?” she gulped back bile and fear at the thought of wearing something Lucifer offered.  She had never seen anyone else wearing a dress like that before.  There wasn’t any consistency in the clothing the souls in the realms wore.
 
   “Yes, this is the only outfit you will need for the rest of your afterlife.  I insist that you put it on.  Now!” Lucifer’s eyes tightened as he focused on her body.  She became very aware of how much closer he was standing and how eager he seemed for her to put on the dress.
 
   “I somehow don’t think this is standard issue for every woman who enters through the Gates of Hell.  Why am I special?” Michelle sounded braver than she felt.
 
   “Because, my dear, you are very special.  You are my personal servant from this day forward.  You will wear what I want, you will do as I say, and you will never question me.  This dress is a symbol.  All who lay eyes upon it will know that you are in my service.  They will know you are mine and mine alone,” Lucifer’s eyes reflected his excitement.
 
   “Where should I change?” Michelle’s voice shook.  She knew deep down what the answer would be, but was still hopeful for a different outcome.
 
   Lucifer took the dress from the man, who was obviously a servant.  The servant was tall and attractive, despite his pale grayish skin tone.  His hair was dark and complimented his jade green eyes.  He was dressed in black jeans and a black T-shirt.  He stared blankly at Michelle, never once looking Lucifer in the face.
 
   She was surprised to see the servant’s sins from when he was alive.  He was an ancient Greek farmer, though no older than a teenager.  He had killed the invaders on his land to survive their attacks.  He had made a deal to save his village.  Apparently, he hadn’t read the fine print if he ended up a servant of the devil.
 
   She looked to Lucifer and was thankful that she couldn’t see his sins.  He was a blank slate.
 
   “Leave us, Aganon, and do not return unless something is on fire that shouldn’t be,” he snapped at Aganon, who turned and ran back the way he came from.
 
   Lucifer presented the dress to Michelle with an expectant look on his face.  Michelle couldn’t breathe.  She had never undressed in front of a man before, let alone one that could potentially hurt her.  The term “servant” didn’t put her at ease.  She assumed he had many “servants” who did “all sorts of things for him.”  She wondered why he wanted another and why her.  He was certainly wrong about her being special.
 
   She wracked her brain trying to think of a way to stop this, but she didn’t think she could outrun him, and pushing him into the fireplace wouldn’t accomplish anything other than pissing him off.
 
   Lucifer’s face changed from expectant to annoyed and cut off her mental relay.  She swallowed, took a breath, and went to work on the first button of the hideous pink outfit.  Lucifer’s expression worsened.  She guessed that he didn’t like the slow and steady approach that she was working with.
 
   Lucifer quickly grabbed her by the elbow and glared at her.  She jumped, startled by his sudden intensity.  He hurt her arm as she squirmed.  She winced, but he didn’t seem to notice.
 
   “Enough games,” he was growling through his teeth, and then licked his lips in anticipation.
 
   She made it to the third button when Lucifer’s eyes fixated on something behind her.  The source of his anger was made clear when footsteps from behind her echoed through the Throne Room.
 
   “I thought I made myself clear.  I am not to be interrupted!” Lucifer roared, his voice rattled the walls.
 
   Michelle cringed and shook as the booming voice went through her.  She was flustered by Lucifer’s lustful gaze.  He looked like a starved man waiting for his steak dinner.
 
   “My Lord, you know I would not interrupt if it weren’t an emergency.  Caleb motioned that I shouldn’t go in and I naturally assumed you were very busy, though he neglected to tell me what was going on.  I swear that boy needs a sound thrashing.  Perhaps we could do that later.  Now, if you don’t mind, I need your assistance.  Jeremiah is missing and Stefano is practically being overrun in the Hall of Winds without him.  You killed Philippe yesterday, so now I’m short staffed.  I also have Mark up my ass about some soul mix up, though I think he is just being a nuisance.  He’s demanding to see you at once.  And no, I can’t deal with it, so don’t even ask,” the newcomer ranted on and on as he quickly walked the length of the room, not allowing Lucifer to yell again.
 
   Lucifer glared at the man with pure malice.  He looked like he was going to rip out his heart with his teeth.  Michelle felt bad for the man, or would have, if he hadn’t just saved her.  She tried to make herself very small and unimportant while the man walked up beside her.  She discreetly buttoned her shirt, hoping to be sent out of the room and away from this new dilemma.
 
   The man was very tall, though, just short of Lucifer’s towering height.  He was wearing an outrageously expensive black pinstripe suit with a black on black silk tie.  He looked more like a CEO than someone in Hell.  Maybe he’d been a CEO, killed himself, and was Lucifer’s servant too.  He had dark blue eyes, almost navy, and short chestnut hair.  He was very handsome, though a tad less attractive than Lucifer.
 
   Michelle found it odd she didn’t recognize the newcomer and that she couldn’t see his sins either.  She thought she knew most of the punishers.  She gulped when she realized that maybe her dreams were just dreams and weren’t a true picture of Hell.  She panicked at the thought.
 
   No, the room was a carbon copy of her dreams.  The thrones were real and she had to be inside the castle.  There were times when she was stuck inside the castle, left to roam the corridors until she woke up.  She was grateful for those times, since she wasn’t in pain, but seeing how the punishers survived their day-to-day lives was cruel enough.
 
   She took a closer look at the man standing next to her.  The voice was somewhat familiar, but the outfit was wrong.  The intensity in his eyes sparked her memory.  He was the overseer of the other punishers, the badass leather clad one who yelled at everyone.  Here, he seemed refined and under control, though snarky.  He was the one they referred to as “my Lord.”
 
   “Find Jeremiah, kill him, and feed his remains to Mark for all I care.  You can handle the rest.  As I said, I am busy,” Lucifer snapped his teeth to put an end to the argument.
 
   “Well, I can see that you are… entertaining, but it’s going to have to wait.  You are the Master around here, aren’t you?” the man mockingly waved his hands at Lucifer as he turned to glance quickly at Michelle, only to stop and do a double take when he saw her face.  He stood up straight and stood still as a statue.  He stuttered, looking for the right words.  “My Lord, I didn’t…I had no idea…when did…of course you’re busy…I can deal with…with everything.  I’m sorry, my Lord,” the man sputtered as he half-bowed to Lucifer and half-bowed to her.  He paused mid-bow when he saw the dress in Lucifer’s arms and audibly gulped.
 
   Lucifer hissed and regained some of his composure.  “No, of course you didn’t know.  How could you?  Well, since you’re here, you might as well see.  I’m sure Caleb will spread the rumors as soon as his tongue grows back,” Lucifer sighed and looked at the new man, as if waiting for his approval.
 
   “Ah, so that’s why Caleb didn’t tell me… no, it’s all right.  I can come back,” the man clearly wanted to leave in a hurry.
 
   “Lord Hades, this is my mistress.  She committed suicide because she was so eager to join me,” Lucifer smiled devilishly, a term that suited him very well.  Michelle could see where it came from.
 
   “Hades, as in the Lord of the Underworld in Greek Mythology?” Michelle sputtered and blinked a few times, confused by the name.
 
   “Don’t give his ego anymore to gloat about.  He is NOT a god and he certainly isn’t Greek.  He is a Fallen Angel, just like everyone else in power here.  Damned souls spreading false tales, I could kill them, again.  A couple of souls manage to be reincarnated into the world with some of their memories intact and an entire mythology is born.  The Rogue Angels used the mortal’s confusion to their advantage and started a war with Heaven.  That certainly was a mess to clean up.  Just because Hades is the Overseer of the Realms and they don’t see me on a daily basis, they suddenly think he’s in charge.  As if he could possibly want or do the job,” Lucifer rolled his eyes.
 
   Hades stiffened even more.  He regained his composure quickly.  “It was more than just a few souls and it was indeed a mess that took forever to clean up, and no, I certainly don’t want your job.  I did like the title and the prestige though,” Hades shrugged at the thought of being considered a god.
 
   “Prestige, hardly, the foolish mortals thought you oversaw all the souls, good and bad.  Lord of the Underworld, how poetic, and yet they call me the devil.  They had no love for you either way,” Lucifer sighed.
 
   “Yes, fun times, but enough about me, when did you arrive, my dear?” Hades stared intently at Michelle, getting over his initial shock.
 
   Lucifer cut off Michelle before she could answer.  “Not long ago.  I was just explaining things before she gets to work,” Lucifer smiled at the innuendo, making it obvious that Hades hadn’t distracted him from his previous lust filled thoughts.
 
   “Work.  Of course.  I’m sure you will learn to…well…barely tolerate it here, just like the rest of us.  My Lord, as I said, you are needed in the Hall of Winds.  I’ll meet you there after I handle yet another crisis,” Hades snickered and turned on his heel.  He quickly left the Throne Room, possibly muttering to himself.
 
   “Caleb!”  Lucifer shouted.  Caleb ran into the room from the front entrance and knelt in front of Lucifer before his name had died from Lucifer’s lips.
 
   Caleb was average in height with short brown hair and dull blue eyes.  He looked like he’d recently survived a beating and apparently was missing his tongue.  She hoped it wasn’t the standard punishment for disobedient servants or her day was going to get a whole lot worse.
 
   “Take my mistress to her room and see that she doesn’t leave.  I will be back shortly.  I’ve waited this long.  I want to make sure there are no more interruptions,” Lucifer said as he handed the dress to Caleb.
 
   “Mistress?  Why do you keep calling me that?  My name is Michelle Black,” Michelle frowned as Caleb grabbed her arm, trying to drag her out of the Throne Room.
 
   “Because, my dear, that is your new name.  You are no longer Michelle Black.  You will forever be known as my mistress.  Be dressed and ready by the time I return,” Lucifer smiled, which looked more like he was bearing his teeth.
 
   Michelle or Mistress now, though she would be led through the covered bridge to the rotunda and into the main castle, but instead was dragged through the door to the right of the dais.  Caleb was pulling her through the heavy wooden door before she found her legs and started speed walking on her own.  They descended a narrow enclosed spiral stone staircase and descended lower into Lucifer’s tower.  She had to hold on to the inner wall to keep from falling.  They passed a number of doors on the interior of the staircase.  She had no idea what was behind the doors, nor did she want to find out.
 
   Caleb finally stopped at a door with a symbol on it, a crescent moon with its ends pointed up to the sky.  There was a rounded sun with sunbursts above it and clouds above the sun.  She had no idea what it meant, but feared the worst since she had never stood in front of the door before.  She wondered how many more new and interesting places she had failed to see in her dreams.
 
   He opened the door with a wave of his hand and dragged her inside.  It was a small round room with the same black stone walls that ran throughout the castle.  The floor wasn’t made of marble, but black stone.  There was a large bed with black silk sheets, which took up most of the room.  On the opposite wall from the door was a small wooden table with a handheld mirror and a hairbrush. With no windows in the rooms, the only source of light was two lit wall torches.  There was nothing else in the room.
 
   Caleb threw the black dress on the bed, pointed at it harshly with his finger, made a slashing motion across his throat, and then ran from the room.  She got the message: put the dress on or be killed.
 
   


 
  



Chapter 4
 
    
 
   Mark stood in the Hall of Winds and studiously ignored Sebastian, the Records Keeper, and Overseer of the Gates of Hell.  He was the one who kept track of all the souls in Hell and maintained the information on each of them.
 
   As the liaison between Heaven and Hell, it was Mark’s job to enter the pit of despair on a regular basis to deliver messages and news from Heaven.  He was also supposed to try to keep an eye on things.  No one in Heaven trusted Lucifer and his Fallen, but Father had ordained that Lucifer was in charge of Hell and could do with it as he saw fit.  While it was true that Lucifer was supposed to follow certain rules, he typically made them up depending on his mood.  Mark did his best to report what he saw, but he was not allowed access to anything.  He had to be babysat by one of the Fallen, since Lucifer did not trust him.
 
   Mark held his breath, hoping Sebastian did not harass him for any number of reasons.  Sebastian was the best at his job because he was neurotic, but he was also a pain in the wings.  In Heaven, Sebastian had been cheerful and kind.  He maintained the lists of all the mortal souls, even before the mortals had fallen from grace and been cast out of Heaven.  Shortly after they had been cast out, Hell was created and Sebastian’s talents were needed here.  He was not given a choice.  While many of the angels volunteered to fall from the Heavens to do God’s will in Hell, Sebastian had gone kicking and screaming.  Mark was told it was like putting a cat into a bath.  Of course, he did not have to make Mark’s life hell too, though he tried to give Sebastian as much patience and understanding as he could.
 
   Mark did his best to prepare himself for the onslaught of pain, torment, and agony when he descended into Hell.  He never liked spending more than a few hours and was desperate to leave as soon as he arrived.  Even though he had been visiting Hell for a number of centuries, he still could not get over the stinging sensation on his skin and the feeling that something was hunting him.  The depravity and decay turned his stomach and he hated it.  He wished Lucifer would hurry along.  He was not looking forward to seeing him.  Inevitably, there would be a torrent of swears thrown at him, most of them colorful and hurtful, but he would force himself to remain calm during the onslaught, or at least try to.
 
   Looking around the dimly lit hand carved cavern, he watched the expressionless prisoners file through the long corridor on their way back to the Mortal Realm and wished he could go with them.  He would prefer to wander the Mortal Realm for a few hours than stand in Hell.  He tried not to look at the inbound souls, the ones who were confused, scared, or worse, violent.  He moved a few paces to his right to avoid any possible troublemakers.  He had seen enough riots get out of hand.  It was always sad to see the outbound prisoners get swept up in the chaos knowing that their sentences would be extended as punishment for their unruliness.  He made sure that Xavier, one of the guards who kept the prisoners in check, was between him and the line of inbound mortals.
 
   Sebastian glared at Mark and tapped his fingers on his stone podium.  “What exactly do you want to tell him?  I’m sure I can handle a simple message.”
 
   “The last time I left a message with you, Lucifer nearly took my head off because he never received it,” Mark stared drolly at Sebastian.
 
   “That was fun, wasn’t it?”  Sebastian snickered as he turned his attention back to his scrolls.  He was busy counting the entering souls, checking them off his list, and marking down the reason for their descent into Hell, while marking off the souls leaving Hell for the Mortal Realm.
 
   “Hardly.  Besides, I am here to speak directly to Lucifer and no other.  Those are my orders,” Mark desperately looked around for Lucifer.  He wanted to get this over with and get back home.  He knew Lucifer’s wrath would be a force to be reckoned with once he heard what Mark had to say.  He was actually a little fearful of Lucifer’s response.  He tapped his foot, eagerly.
 
   Sebastian rolled his eyes and yawned at Mark.  “Then you will be waiting for a long time.  Lord Lucifer said he was not to be disturbed.  I have summoned Lord Hades for you.  I’m sure he can deliver your message.”
 
   “That will not do.  Perhaps I should just meet him in the Throne Room.  It is rather urgent,” Mark sighed.  He watched Sebastian take delight in his discomfort.  He felt like his skin had a million flesh-eating insects feasting upon him.  The evil was wreaking havoc on his sensibilities, which made the anxiety of finishing his task all the more unbearable.
 
   “Lord Hades said you should wait here, which means, you wait here,” Sebastian ignored him and he went back to counting, but he knew Sebastian made a game out of tormenting him.  It was one of his few sources of entertainment.
 
   Lucifer was out of his mind as he walked through the castle, chest out, head held high.  He had won.  He had finally gotten what he wanted and was in a very good mood, or at least he would be if he hadn’t been interrupted by Hades.  Hades had chosen the worst time to barge into his domain.  Somehow, Hell couldn’t run properly unless he was called upon constantly.  Once he dealt with Mark and whatever mindless emergencies he brought with him, he would return to her.
 
   His pace quickened when he thought about the girl, his mistress, his prize.  He was out of patience; he couldn’t wait any longer.  He no longer cared about anything; he only cared about getting her.  He had done anything and everything he could to capture her.  He had no other choice.  Desperation had turned into an imperative and he was forced to obtain her.  Now he could take his time and do with her as he pleased.
 
   He thought about how the girl had taunted him when she slowly unbuttoned her shirt.  He was fully prepared to rip it to shreds to get to her skin before Hades had stormed in.  He would be damned if he let Hades gaze upon his trophy.  He would kill anyone who laid a hand upon her.  He would skewer the eyes of any man who looked upon her without her clothes.
 
   She was his and she would do anything he wanted.  He wanted to toss her on his bed, strip the dress from her lean body, and sink himself deeply into her.  All of his fantasies would finally be fulfilled.  He would ride her until she screamed his name.  She would submit to his every desire and he would force her to please him whenever the urge was upon him, which was every hour of every endless day.  He had all the time in the world to indulge himself in her flesh and he would never let her leave.  He would chain her to the bed the first moment he had.  Once he was done with the tedium of Mark’s ramblings, he would take her to his room and fuck her for hours, or at least until he was called upon again.  No, he refused to be parted from her until he was ready.  He would leave Hades to deal with Hell; he was going to satisfy every impulse and every craving that came into his mind, if she survived.
 
   The Fallen moved quickly out of his way as he strode past them along the pathways through the realms to meet Mark in the Hall of Winds.  He wasn’t interested in some long drawn out meeting with his brother, so he decided to agree with whatever he wanted, throw him into the tunnel and send him back home.  Typically, he left Hades to deal with their Heavenly brethren, for he cared little about the dealings in Heaven.  Lucifer was no longer welcomed there, so he didn’t give a shit about them.  Mark and the others made an annoying habit of trying to get him to report to them and keep them apprised of any situations in Hell, as if he couldn’t handle it.  He made it a point of leaving them in the dark as much as possible, unless the mess was big enough for someone to notice.  Then he would allow them to do the heavy lifting and make them feel like they were important enough to fix the issue.  They were nothing but a headache.
 
   Mark was the most tedious of all.  The Angel of Understanding knew nothing about Hell and what was needed to accomplish their tasks.  How could he understand something that had taken the Fallen millenniums to understand?  Mark was a fraud and made a mockery of the term “understanding.”  He loathed his brother and wished he would stay in Heaven where he belonged, out of his business.  He growled as he entered the Hall of Winds, brushing past the souls waiting to leave Hell.  He didn’t need a spy in his Hell and he certainly didn’t need a tattletale.
 
   As he approached, he noted Mark’s appearance and felt a pang of homesickness.  Mark was very handsome and elegant; he couldn’t deny it, even if he wanted to punch the angel in the face.  His brother was tall and lean with brown slicked back hair, and bright blue eyes.  He was a physical reminder of what he and the Fallen used to look like.  Mark appeared refreshed and peaceful while all who resided in Hell looked tired, worn, defeated, and murderous.  Mark was the before picture compared to Sebastian’s after picture.  Sebastian looked miserable on a good day with his black suit, short curly sandy blonde hair, hollow gray eyes, and two days growth on his face.  Lucifer hated being slapped in the face and taunted by the Heavenly Angels and their bright shining faces.  Despite being eager to get back to his mistress, he decided to stay a bit longer than intended just to screw with Mark and wipe that peaceful look right off his face, with his boot heel.
 
   “How goes it, brother?” Mark smiled and nodded to Lucifer.
 
   “Leave,” Lucifer growled at Mark as undiluted hatred rose up in him.  Lucifer realized he wanted a fight and he chose Mark as his victim.  He didn’t need any of his Heavenly brothers asking questions about his mistress.  He would kill them all for simply mentioning her name.
 
   “I can not, until I say what I need to,” Mark was offended by Lucifer’s abruptness and took a step back.
 
   “I’m not interested in what you have to say.  Leave!” Lucifer stepped closer to Mark to intimidate him.
 
   “I am not in the mood to play games today, Lord Lucifer, I’m here on official business.  Perhaps we could meet in the Throne Room,” Mark squared his shoulders and tried to meet Lucifer’s taunting glare, but couldn’t meet his eyes.
 
   Lucifer could smell Mark’s fear and he enjoyed it.  Mark tended to stay away longer after having words with Lucifer.  He knew Mark didn’t have the stomach for violence and confrontation so he often used that to his advantage.  Right now, he was more interested in tearing Mark’s pristine white suit to shreds to see if he would cry and run home to Father.
 
   “The only place you are going is Heaven.  I said leave,” Lucifer stepped up into Mark’s face and stared him down, making Mark flinch.
 
   “I see I’ve missed the beginning of the show.  I’m glad I got here before intermission,” Hades remarked as he entered the hall and stood at Lucifer’s right side.
 
   “Lord Hades, he is being unreasonable.  Is there something you can do?  I am here on official business and would prefer to talk about this matter in private,” Mark sighed.  He looked to Hades for help.
 
   “Oh, I think you can stay right here and share with everyone.  I enjoy watching Lord Lucifer make you squirm,” Hades watched Lucifer breathing down Mark’s neck and wondered if he was going to bite him.
 
   “This is juvenile.  I do not have time for this.  If you want to do this here, then fine.  I come bearing a message from Lord Gabriel,” Mark said in a huff.
 
   Lucifer’s brain collapsed when he heard mention of Gabriel.  Fear and panic poured through him.  He wanted nothing to do with Gabriel or anything he had to say.  His mind turned into a black haze as he abruptly grabbed Mark by the throat, snarled, and hurled him across the hall into the far wall.
 
   Mark’s head snapped back when he collided against the wall and slumped to the ground.  He looked up at Lucifer, stunned and confused.  He was shaken by the blow and had trouble getting to his feet.
 
   Lucifer unfurled his strong black wings and swung his shoulder.  The wing scooped up Mark and knocked him sideways, sending him skidding across the floor.  Lucifer was rabid as he bared his teeth and ran at Mark.  Lucifer’s foot stomped down on Mark’s leg as he tried to push himself away from the crazed angel.  The snap could be heard above the sound of the moaning souls who were oblivious to the fight as Mark screamed out in pain.
 
   “Well, that was different.  Want to tell me what the boy did?” Hades was hardly shocked by Lucifer’s behavior; nothing fazed him anymore, though he did think it was a bit dramatic.  He had expected a tongue-lashing, not fisticuffs, but he was willing to go with it.
 
   Mark cried out, trying to reason with Lucifer.  “Stop, what are you doing?  What is the matter with you?  I’m just the messenger.  Lord Gabriel is the one who wants to speak with you.”
 
   Lucifer ignored his pleas and slammed his knees into Mark’s torso.  He threw punch after punch, hitting him along every inch of his body, though mainly focusing on his perfect face.
 
   “My money is on Lord Lucifer, of course,” Sebastian said to Hades, unaffected by the scene in front of him.
 
   Hades was bored as he watched Mark attempt to take a swing at Lucifer’s face in defense.  “Of course Lord Lucifer will win.  I’m just wondering at what point we should stop Lord Lucifer and mop Mark up so that we can send him home in a baggie.”
 
   Lucifer stopped Mark’s punch mid swing and wrenched his wrist into an unnatural position.  The sickening snap was coupled with a popping sound as Lucifer dislodged Mark’s elbow from the socket.
 
   Mark roared in pain and continued to beg Lucifer to stop.
 
   Lucifer was beyond caring as he watched the blood pouring from Mark’s beautiful face.  All his anger flooded to the surface as he waged war on Mark only to appease his hatred.  Mark was defenseless against the onslaught.
 
   “Shit, time to end this before we have to get a new liaison, again.  It’s truly a pity what he did to Misha.  I rather liked him, well, no; I guess I didn’t hate him.  Regardless, we need to stop Lord Lucifer before he does any more damage.  I’ll give you a week off Sebastian, if you grab his left arm.  I’ll take the right,” Hades was concerned that Lucifer was having too much fun with Mark.
 
   “Tempting, but no, I like my spleen where it is.  The last time I got too close to Lord Lucifer’s fists, I couldn’t see straight for a week, so I don’t need my only free week in forever to be laid up in pain.  I’ll scare up Azazel for you,” Sebastian rolled his eyes and exited the hall through the archway that led to the Realm of Fire.
 
   “Fine, just hurry,” Hades waved his hand to Sebastian to set him in motion.
 
   Hades carefully walked up to Lucifer, mindful to keep enough distance to avoid the blood spatter.
 
   “My Lord, you have other business you need to attend to.  She is waiting for you,” Hades knew Lucifer would want to unwrap his new present and that it was probably the only way to pull his attention away from pummeling Mark.
 
   Lucifer paused as he set up another vicious swing to Mark’s head.  Yes, the girl.  What was he thinking?  He was wasting time with this pathetic angel.  He threw one last punch, for good measure, and hefted himself to his feet, out of breath.
 
   Mark moaned and twitched on the ground from the pain.  Blood pooled around him, soaking his clothes.  Mark tried to move his uninjured leg around in an effort to roll to his side.
 
   “He ain’t pretty no more.  You have no idea how many times I have wanted to do that.  Did it feel good?  I’ll bet it felt good,” Hades muttered more to himself than to Lucifer.
 
   Lucifer wiped the splattered blood from his face with his sleeve and took deep breaths to calm his mind.  He tucked his wings into his back and pictured the girl, naked, in his bed.  He turned to walk away, ignoring Mark’s coughs and gags.  He was more focused on the tightness in his pants than how much he wanted to finish Mark off, permanently.  Hades was right; he had much more interesting business to deal with.
 
   “I’ll be back to scoop you up in a minute,” Hades quickly spoke over his shoulder to Mark.  He was too busy steering Lucifer out of the hall to deal with Mark just yet.  Hades knew it was going to be a huge mess to clean up and not just in the physical sense.  The Council would be on Lucifer’s ass for this indiscretion and Hades would ultimately be the one with the chew marks.
 
   Mark coughed up blood.  His entire body was wracked with pain.  He did not know what he had done to deserve the onslaught, but he was not finished yet.  He still had a job to do.  He could not see Lucifer, since his sight had been reduced to shadows and his left ear was ringing, but he had a feeling that Lucifer was still near.  He carefully rolled to his side and struggled to get to his knees.  He spit out two, or maybe it was three, of his teeth.  He gagged again, and then tried to get air into his crushed throat.  He wheezed out the words, “Gabriel” and “girl,” but fell back to the ground again when he slipped on the blood soaked ground.
 
   “Fool,” Hades sighed.  He hung his head and closed his eyes.  He had been so close to getting Lucifer out of the hall.  Mark should have been the Angel of Endurance instead of him.  He almost felt sorry for Mark, but he called down the thunder and there would be no stopping Lucifer.
 
   Lucifer turned, completely focused on Mark, and let out a guttural roar.  He raced toward Mark in a blind fury.  He knelt, and grabbed him by the throat with one hand.
 
   Mark tried to push Lucifer away, but the attempt was half-hearted since he could not see what Lucifer was doing.  Lucifer lifted him and dragged him out of the Hall of Winds by his throat.
 
   “My Lord, where are you taking him?” Hades was truly concerned for the first time.  Lucifer had kicked the shit out of so many angels that Hades had lost count.  He himself had been on the receiving end of multiple attacks, but attacking a Heavenly Angel without provocation was dangerous territory.  He saw the untamed look in Lucifer’s eyes as he dragged Mark closer to the realms.
 
   When Lucifer refused to answer, Hades tried to scare him.  “My Lord, you know we are forbidden to torture the Heavenly without just cause.  Michael will see this as a personal slight.  The Council may find you guilty and charge you.  Do you really want to suffer at Michael’s hand?  While it may not be as painful as something we would do, it’s certainly humiliating enough to rethink this course of action,” Hades kept pace with Lucifer as the Fallen stepped aside not wanting to get in the way of the raging devil.
 
   Lucifer’s mind was focused on one thing, death.  He squeezed Mark’s neck tighter.  He vaguely felt Mark trying to pry his hand off and some of Hades’ speech made its way to his ears, but his heart was stone and his mind was set on kill.  He cared nothing for the rules in that moment.  Let Michael challenge him, if he dared.  He would destroy Mark before he would let him utter a single syllable of Gabriel’s message.
 
   Hades grimaced as Azazel, his Lead Punisher, finally met up with him.  They both looked at each other acknowledging that one of them might very well lose a limb in the scuffle.  It wouldn’t be the first time.  Hades was about to use brute force to stop Lucifer when Lucifer unfurled his wings and swatted Hades away, throwing him into the Realm of Drowning Seas.
 
   Lucifer approached the realm that he wanted.  He dragged Mark to the edge of the Realm of Fire and tossed him on the dirt path surrounding the realm.
 
   Mark clawed at his neck, trying to breathe.  He gagged on the air, once he was able to draw in a breath.
 
   Lucifer stared down at Mark as he thought about his mistress.  He would be damned if Mark was sent here to retrieve her.  Blackness filled his mind and he waved off his Fallen, who were gathering in droves to witness his madness.
 
   “Shouldn’t we do something to stop him?” Malcolm, the Overseer of the Realm of Fire, asked, taking his place beside Azazel.  Malcolm was responsible for the realm and didn’t want his ass handed to him by Michael if things got real.
 
   “Do you want to lose your head?  Go ahead and try to stop him.  He’s in a killing rage,” Azazel snapped.  He stood his ground and watched.  He didn’t need to end up in the fire too.
 
   Mark could feel an intense heat near his head.  He could see a brilliant red light through his damaged and swollen eyes.  There was only one place in Hell that felt hotter than the rest.  He was about to be tossed into the Realm of Fire.  While he had never been in it, he knew enough to make one last attempt to get out of this horrendous fate.  He quickly pushed his wings through the back of his suit and extended them, forcing himself to sit up.  Thankfully, he had a general idea of where he was.  If he could get into the air, he might have a chance.
 
   Lucifer saw Mark’s pearly white wings and his mind splintered.  He reached out, grabbed a hold of Mark’s beautiful silky white wing, and bit through the arch, severing the bone, causing Mark to fall back to the ground, writhing in pain.  Lucifer pulled the wing and shoved it into the fire.  He laughed maniacally as the Fallen gasped in shock.
 
   All of the Fallen in the area were silent and still, not because an angel was on fire, but because it was a Heavenly Angel.  None of them felt any kinship with their former brother since they were consumed with their own darkness, but they all knew what Lucifer was doing was wrong, yet they feared Lucifer more than they did Michael.  Lucifer would do far worse to them if they interfered; that was a tried and true fact.
 
   Hades, dripping wet and coughing up water, tried to wave off Lucifer one last time.  “My Lord, you’ve proven your point, we will force Mark to leave.  Do not throw him in.  The penalty will be too…, and there he goes.  So close,” Hades actually felt pity for Mark.  It had been a long time since he felt sorrow or compassion for anyone.  His emotions had died long ago, replaced by anger and despair.  As he watched Mark’s wings smoke and ignite, he recalled the last time he had been in the Realm of Fire after a particularly nasty battle with Lucifer.  Hades had crossed the line and paid the price.  Now Mark was suffering for simply doing his job.
 
   Lucifer watched as Mark’s suit burned away and fell from his body.  The feathers on his wings burned and turned black, just like the wings of a Fallen.  The pain etched into Mark’s face and the unending shriek of terror and agony did little to calm him.  He knew this would prolong Gabriel’s message, but it wouldn’t stop it.  He needed to keep any more unwanted visitors out for as long as possible.  He knew the rules were technically on his side, but if anyone could find a loophole or change the rules, it would the Archangel Gabriel.
 
   “My Lord, it is done.  You have punished Mark sufficiently.  There is no reason to kill him once he is done burning.  You should retire and rest.  You will need your strength for later.  You don’t want to be tired out, or covered in blood and soot for your mistress,” Hades threw down his ace, hoping that Lucifer’s blood lust was satisfied.  He needed to fish Mark out before he was traumatized for all eternity.  Heavenly Angels never fared well in the realms.  He knew Michael, Head of the Celestial Warriors, Council Member, and total psycho when it came to brothers he actually liked, would not appreciate Lucifer’s actions.  Hades knew they would be lucky if they still had their heads when all of this was done.
 
   “Yes.  I will retire,” Lucifer turned toward the castle, eager to get back to his mistress.  If Gabriel did find a way to ruin his fun, then he would have to make the most of the time that he had.
 
   


 
  



Chapter 5
 
    
 
   Michelle stood in her new room, shell-shocked.  She flew to the door and pulled at it.  When it didn’t budge, she clawed and kicked it.  She huffed out a breath and slowly moved to the bed and sat down, only to slide on the silk sheets and fall to the hard stone floor.  She stayed there and let the numbness overtake her.  Hell.  She was in Hell.  It was no longer a dream, no longer escapable.  She wasn’t going to wake up and hear her mother calling her for school.  She would never see her parents again.  She’d always thought that she wouldn’t miss them, but she did and she wanted to see them.
 
   CJ.  Oh God, CJ.  How was she going to survive without CJ?  She needed her rock, her safe port.  She would never kiss CJ, and she would ever find out if he really cared about her. She had always thought that maybe, just maybe, CJ would be her first, her only.  She had imagined being with CJ so many ways before falling asleep each night.
 
   She had thought about going to the Prom with CJ as friends only to explore their love for one another while on the dance floor, holding each other close.  She wished he had been upset when Kevin Jones had asked her to go to the Prom.  Instead, he smiled and said he was happy she had a date.
 
   Emptiness filled her when she thought about never seeing CJ again.  He really was beautiful.  She wished she’d told him that she loved him.  She thought about his big brown eyes when he smiled and laughed.  She wanted so badly to see him.  She wanted him to be her first.  She wanted to touch his lips and kiss him, to feel his hands on her face, on her back, her hips, and her legs.  She would do anything to see him without his shirt and feel his muscled chest.  She had always wondered if he tasted as good as his cologne smelled.  She imagined stripping off his pants, followed by his briefs.  She was desperate to watch him get hard for her.  Her clothes would have been left in shreds if it had been him asking her to undress, and not Lucifer.  She was angry that she could never be with him, and that one day he would make love to another woman.  She had to face the fact that he would fall in love and marry someone else.
 
   They wouldn’t be able to travel with Uncle Bob.  Oh God, Uncle Bob.  A lump grew in her throat and tears burned her eyes at the thought of never seeing her uncle again.  She had always wondered what she would do if anything happened to Uncle Bob.  The thought was unbearable.  Despair poured through her as she cried for the loss of her family, and her best friend.
 
   Seeing the world as she had planned was no longer an option.  Her summer with Uncle Bob was unattainable.  Attending college, buying a car or a house, and even marriage were things no longer in her grasp.  She felt hollow inside.  There would be no one for her to love and to take care of.  No one would take care of her, except Lucifer, and that was too scary to think about.  She mourned a life that she could never have.
 
   At some point, everything came back into focus and she looked around the room.  This was her life now.  She had to put away Uncle Bob, CJ, her parents, and all her memories from her old life; otherwise, she would go mad with grief.  She needed to have her wits about her if she wanted to survive Lucifer.  He said he wouldn’t be long and that she had “work” to do.  She wondered if that was what the kids were calling it these days.  She cringed as reality hit her, she had died a virgin, and the devil would most likely be her first.  The thought made her stomach sink even further.  She feared that she would never know love.  She doubted that servants of Lucifer were allowed to date, if they found someone they cared about.
 
   Shouting from the staircase drew her from her thoughts.  She heard someone screaming in pain and remembered where she was.  She sighed and got up off the floor.  Looking at the bed disturbed her deeply.  She wasn’t sure if the bed was for sleeping or for sex.  Given the silk sheets, she figured it would be the latter.  She doubted that most people got silk sheets in Hell.
 
   The special dress confused her.  As Lucifer had said, prisoners wore what they died in, except the naked ones who wore toga like rags.  Punishers wore either black suits or leather, even the females.  The servants she had seen wore modern jeans and T-shirts, though neither Caleb nor Aganon would have worn clothes like that during their lives.  Why had she been given a dress?
 
   Michelle forced herself to pick up the dress.  Lucifer was eager for her to wear it.  He said it was the last thing she would ever wear.  If it were between being naked, wearing the dress, or being stuck in her pink PJs for the rest of eternity, she would choose the dress.
 
   She held it out in front of her and nearly dropped it.  Once she got a good look at it, she wanted to rethink her options.  It was an intricately beaded floor length black dress, which resembled a ball gown.  It had long flowing sleeves that tapered to a point.  The bottom of the dress was an A line and flared out from the waist.  There were layers under the dress that made it almost able to stand up on its own.  It would have been a nice dress for the Bride of Dracula, except for the fact that it was slit from the top of the dress down to the stomach area and slit up the front from the floor to, hopefully, the top of the thigh.  Sitting or bending would be impossible.  Apparently, the title “mistress” meant exactly what she had feared.
 
   The last thing she wanted to do was piss off Lucifer on her first day, so she steeled her resolve and set about to conquer the task at hand.
 
   How the heck do you put this on?  She thought, dismayed when she saw that it didn’t have any buttons or zippers.
 
   Sometime later the dress was on, though it implied there was enough dress to be called a dress.  It barely covered anything important and there was more flesh exposed than covered parts.  The only good thing was that gravity apparently didn’t exist in Hell and was no longer an issue for her substantial cleavage.  The lack of a bra was strange at first, but not a concern.  Her borderline C’s held their own in the barely there dress.  The only flesh that was completely covered on the front of her body, aside from her breasts, started above her belly button to about four inches past her virginal area.  Presumably, she wouldn’t be able to call it that for much longer.  The monster hadn’t given her panties, or shoes.
 
   She held up the mirror to untangle her hair when she saw her face for the first time since the bathroom mirror in her house.  She was beyond pale and her skin was gray.  Her once red lips were now dark blue-gray and her eyes were a startling ice blue with purple circles under them.  The firelight did nothing to improve her appearance.  She was ghastly.  She looked nothing like Hades or Lucifer, who were tanned; she looked the same as Caleb and Aganon, like walking death.
 
   She did her best to straighten her long black hair and pull it around her face.  That’s when she saw her scars on her wrists.  Her hands trembled as she stared at the thick raised lines on her wrists.  How?  How had she done it?  She had no memory of picking up the razor.  She had no memory of pushing it against her skin or making the cuts.  Why couldn’t she remember something so important?
 
   She put the mirror back and carefully sat down on the bed.  She pulled the long sleeves down over her scars, grateful that the dress covered something.
 
   Why was this happening to her?  What had she done to deserve this?  Why wasn’t she suffering in the realms like the other dead people?  Not that she was interested in burning, drowning, or freezing as she had every night of her life, but she couldn’t understand why she was different.  She was thankful to be inside the castle and not outside with the prisoners.
 
   Lucifer had called her a servant, not a prisoner, and therein seemed to be the distinction.  Servant implied working to make Lucifer happy.  Prisoner implied wrongdoing and punishment.  She had killed herself, and according to him, that made her a servant, though she didn’t do anything wrong during her life.  It had bothered her when he said suicide was the worst crime a person could commit, so where was her punishment?  It seemed she would be working off her debt in other ways, which angered her.  It was the one punishment that she had never endured in her trips through the realms, being taken against her will in the Realm of Monsters.
 
   The sound of heavy boots echoing on the staircase was the only warning she had before the door burst open and Lucifer appeared in the room.  He appeared out of breath.
 
   “There now, let me see you,” Lucifer’s eyes gleamed as he slammed the door shut behind him and reached out a hand to her.
 
   Michelle slowly stood up and took a step forward, but she didn’t take his hand.  She stood still while his eyes meticulously removed the barely there dress from her body.  Chills broke out across her skin and fear crawled up into her stomach.  She did not want to be on the receiving end of his visual or physical assault.  He made her feel cheap and easy.  She took a step back, but Lucifer reached out, grabbed her, and pulled her against his unyielding chest.
 
   “There is no running away from me.  It will do you no good.  I would find you.  You will learn to do your duty, whether you learn to enjoy it is entirely up to you.  I promise you, I will enjoy it,” he growled against her ear.  He pulled her even closer, molding her lower body to his.
 
   His chest was broad and hard with heavy muscles.  She had inadvertently put her hand on his chest to stop herself from falling completely into him.  She shivered as he spoke against her ear and breathed heavily against her neck.  This certainly wasn’t how she pictured her afterlife or being pressed up against a man.
 
   Lucifer was losing his mind.  Images of the girl flooded his imagination.  He had quickly removed the bloodstains from his face and clothes after he had caught sight of his disheveled appearance in the reflection of the windows in the main hallway.  He wanted her to be intimidated by him, but even he had to admit that his brutal appearance would have been too much.  Mark and his meddling were a distant memory as he stared at her.
 
   Ever since he’d seen her lying on his floor, his mind had stopped functioning.  He’d wanted to take her right there on the marble that was as hard as he was.  He was amazed that his pants were still on when Hades had so rudely interrupted.  He’d waited countless millennia to have her in his arms, and here she was.  She looked different from the last time he’d seen her, but she was still beautiful.  Her bright blue eyes and long silky black hair made his knees weak.  The firelight played across her face and accented her lush skin.  Her lips, even cold with death, looked warm and inviting to him.  Red would be a mind-boggling shade on them.  He would have to remember that for later.  White skin would bring out the shine in her dark hair rather than the corpse gray skin.  He couldn’t decide what he wanted to do first.  Every fantasy of her crowded his brain until he was dizzy.  Then one thought stood out from the rest.  He pulled back from her so that he could gaze at her.  As much as he enjoyed the feeling of her against him, he wanted to visually explore his reward.
 
   Michelle remained still and silent like a bunny caught in a hunter’s scope, hoping that Lucifer had forgotten she existed.  She wasn’t sure what he was doing.  He was just staring at her, and smiling, letting his eyes roam over her body.  She had expected to be thrown on the bed by now and had even braced for it.
 
   He took her face in his hand, only to stop.  He was going to grab her and plunge his tongue into her mouth, but the feeling of her skin under his numb hands stopped him.  Her skin was impossibly soft.  It was the softest thing he had ever touched, softer than his own wings tucked deep in his back.  It was beyond velvet or silk, and it made him gasp.  He could feel, feel something other than bleakness.  He trembled as he held her face.  What would it be like to kiss her?  He nearly fell to the floor, his knees no longer existing.  He stroked her face and watched the confusion play across it.  She was perplexed, while he was spellbound.  He felt like he was flying, something he used to enjoy but had long lost the taste for.
 
   Michelle waited for Lucifer to hurt her.  His breathing was staggered and rough.  She knew it was only a matter of time before he pounced on her.  She wondered if she could fight him off.
 
   He slowly trailed his hand down her neck to her collarbone, then between her breasts and further to where the dress hid her from view.  Decadence.  He studied her breasts and the way they defied gravity beneath the thin material covering them.  He had never wanted to hold something so badly in his life.  His hands shook as he laid them over the large full mounds.  Perfection.  All he had to do was pull the material aside and they would be laid out before him.  They could wait for the moment.  He wanted other things.  He could feel his cold body surging to life.  His skin tingled and tightened while his heart tried to break loose from his chest.
 
   Of all the countless sexual experiences he’d had in his unending life, this was the best by far.  The other women, and men, he’d taken over the years physically satisfied him but left him barren inside.  He felt nothing for them, except disdain or hatred.  The sex had been good but never emotionally satisfying.  He took no joy from it, only release.  He never felt happy.  It was purely an experience of the flesh, which heated him in the moment, but left him cold and empty.  He was never excited nor did he experience the anticipation of the moment.  He merely fucked and left.  He took more delight from their pain, humiliation, or anger than from the actual act.  He knew he was ruthless, but there was little to be done about it, until now.
 
   He grabbed the top of her arm and leaned down to crush his lips against hers.  Again, he stilled at the contact.  Electricity jolted through his whole body.  There was a whirlwind of emotion raging inside him, barely contained.  Was it possible that her lips were even softer than her skin?  They were warm and sweet like honey.  He moaned against them, and then inhaled her scent.  Under the normal scent of Hell, he found the scent of her skin, sweet and sensual.  He growled and pulled at her lips, nearly biting her.  He kissed her roughly at first, but slowed to a passionate dance.  Where her lips had been unyielding at first, she was now moving along with him and he liked it.  He liked that she wanted to kiss him back.
 
   Mine, and no one else’s, he vowed to himself.  He would kill anyone who laid a finger on her.
 
   His hands moved back to her luscious breasts and carefully squeezed one lightly at first, making her jump, but then more aggressively, which made her lean in for more.  He noticed that she too was trembling; he’d thought it was his body moving hers.  He thrust his tongue into her mouth and nearly came like a teenager.  Her mouth was pure heat and desire.  She gave no resistance to him and moved along with him, enticing him further.  He realized that her hand was still on his chest and not moving over his body as everyone else did.  Once Lucifer kissed someone, they were his and they complied.  They were fearful of him and did what he wanted, pretending to enjoy it.  Yet she stayed close to him, touching his chest, but nothing more.  He needed to remedy the situation.  He wanted her hands on him.
 
   A rough hand came down on her shoulder and forced her down to her knees, as their kiss was broken.
 
   On to the main event, Michelle thought, swallowing roughly.
 
   Lucifer’s face showed the most emotion to date as he watched her with wide eyes and lips parted in a pant.  He looked younger; all his stress lines were gone.  He practically glowed.
 
   “You will please me now,” Lucifer hissed while holding her in place on her knees.  He didn’t take his eyes off her for fear that she was a dream.  One of his best dreams by far, but he wanted reality, not a dream.  His body was humming and needed her touch.
 
   Michelle had been on fire, not the typical kind of fire, but the good kind.  Who knew such a thing existed?  She had been afraid when Lucifer first touched her, but when he trailed his hand down her cleavage, something opened up inside of her.  Pure desire filled her and she gained strength from it.  When he kissed her, she embraced the kiss and rejoiced in the passion that it invoked.  In the beginning, his lips were bruising, but she enjoyed it.  Her knees gave out when his tongue rubbed against hers.  Thankfully, he had a good grip on her arm.  She was surprised to hear herself moaning.  She never thought she would want Lucifer to touch her, but when his hand was on her breast, she could feel her core coming to life.  She’d never known want before, not like this.  Everything that came before this was merely girlish curiosity.  This was the real thing.  She felt hot liquid rush through her core and down her leg.  She should have been embarrassed, but she wanted more.  She was too warm and achy between her legs and thought about what it would be like for him to move his hands down to the other slit in her dress, the one she no longer considered ridiculous.  Then his hand had pushed her down to her knees and passion was quickly replaced by terror, afraid that Lucifer would force himself on her.
 
   Michelle’s breath caught in her throat.  She looked straight ahead to his leather pants and saw the huge bulge practically ripping through the leather.
 
   Oh…dear…Lord.  He’s enormous, she thought to herself.
 
   Her lust-filled bravery was gone and her nervousness returned.  She’d never even seen a naked man before, nor had she ever touched one.  Her fear tripled when she thought she might do something wrong and enrage him.  She had no idea what she was expected to do, take him in her hand or her mouth.  She wasn’t sure that he would fit in either.
 
   Lucifer became impatient and pulled at his pants while still holding her shoulder.  His grip tightened as he made his way through the button and zipper.  There were no other layers to Michelle’s dismay.  His large full erection sprang forward and practically hit her in the face.
 
   She took a second to gaze upon Lucifer, in all his glory, and was startlingly in awe.  It was nothing like she’d imaged when she pictured CJ or any of the other boys.  Certainly not like the health videos and diagrams from class.  Lucifer was a man, and it showed.  She wasn’t quite sure where to start first.
 
   Lucifer’s growl was her only warning.  There would be consequences soon, she realized.  She took a breath and reached out tentatively to brush her fingers against his long shaft.  Lucifer jerked as if she’d hit him.  She immediately stopped and moved back, bracing to be slapped or shouted at.  Instead, Lucifer grabbed her hand and forcefully wrapped it completely around his shaft.
 
   “More.  Keep going,” he grunted, more animal than man.
 
   Apparently being hit was a good thing.  She moved her hand up and down his hard shaft and watched his head fly back.  Snarls erupted from this throat.  She started to relax as the soft sensation of his skin caught her attention.  While he was harder than the stone walls around her, his skin was amazingly smooth.  She had no idea.  She flushed with embarrassment when she decided to move her hand over the thick ridge that separated the head from the shaft.  She was curious to see what it felt like.  She wet her lips at the thought and tightened her hand around him.  The head molded to her hand and she tightened her grip even more, afraid that he would fall out of her hand.
 
   Lucifer shouted and howled as she continued to rub him.  He thrust violently into her hand, so much so that she had to stop moving and let him do the work, or her hand would leave him.  She watched him close his eyes and moan.  She was doing this.  She was making Lucifer feel good.  Admittedly, she was seriously turned on.  The moaning made her skin tingle and her body grew even warmer.  She noticed that her breasts were more sensitive against her clothes and felt fuller.  She watched with fascination as his hard thick length plunged into and out of her hand.  She wanted to know what it would feel like if he were inside of her.
 
   Without warning, her hand was pulled away and his hand was on the back of her neck, pulling her closer.  Lucifer demanded entrance has he slammed against her mouth.  She had little option but to comply.  She took his smooth, full head into her mouth and reveled in the feeling.  She had no idea she would actually enjoy having an erection in her mouth.  He was smooth and warm.  She rolled her tongue around the full head while Lucifer moaned and jerked.  She explored the intriguing slit with her tongue and was rewarded with the salty evidence of his enjoyment.  Lucifer pushed further into her mouth and she closed her lips around him.  She slid her tongue back and forth over him slowly as she moved her mouth across him a few times.  She sucked in her cheeks to squeeze him.
 
   Lucifer removed his hand from her shoulder and entangled it in her hair.  He didn’t hurt her; he merely hung on to her.  She quickened her pace when she found a rhythm he seemed to enjoy.  She looked up and saw him watching her mouth as he slid in and out.  He appeared mesmerized by what she was doing.  She felt pride in her ability to please him, despite not having the adequate knowledge and experience she thought she needed.  Lucifer’s body suddenly jerked and tightened.  He quickly pulled away and slammed into the stone wall behind him.  He released his desire onto the floor as he growled and shook.  When it was over, he fell to his knees.
 
   Michelle scrambled to her feet quickly.  Her body was shaking, though not from fear this time.  She liked watching him spill onto the floor.  Her body was uncomfortable and throbbing.  She wanted to be touched, but she wasn’t sure how Lucifer would react if she moved closer.
 
   He remained on the floor for a few minutes trying to calm his breathing.  He slowly lifted his head to look at her.
 
   The first thing she noticed was his eyes.  Instead of black and soulless, they were lighter, almost blue and filled with emotion.  The second thing she noticed was the tear running down his cheek.  She was shocked.  Lucifer was crying?  The third thing she noticed was that his hair was also lighter.  Instead of dark brown, it was almost a golden brown.
 
   Lucifer jerked to his feet and grabbed his pants from around his ankles.  He quickly redressed, but didn’t speak.  He looked at her as if he’d seen a ghost.
 
   She reached out to comfort him or something, she wasn’t sure what she was going to do, but he backed away like a terrified animal.  Before she could get a word out, he waved his hand at the door and ran out, slamming the door behind him.
 
   Staring at the door, she was completely dumbfounded.  Lucifer had just run away from her.  Why had he run?  His reaction was unexpected and disconcerting, and definitely not what she had expected.
 
   It took Michelle awhile to calm herself.  She replayed the encounter over and over again.  It was certainly nothing like her fantasies with CJ.  She had pictured doing the same thing to CJ, though it never ended there.  Fantasy CJ was kind and left her satisfied.  Lucifer was obviously a selfish lover, but then again, what did she expect?  In the real world, she was left yearning for more, while her lover ran away.  Regardless, she liked doing that to him and was open to the possibility of doing it again.  After his bizarre reaction, she wasn’t sure he would want her to touch him.
 
   She had clearly pleased him physically; the evidence was still on the floor.  He said that he didn’t care if she enjoyed herself, though he would enjoy it, yet he’d looked freaked by what happened.  It didn’t make any sense.  He was frightened at the end, not pleased.  And why did his eyes and hair color change?
 
   She’d had her first sexual experience and she was left unfulfilled and confused, though, all things considered, it could have been much worse.  While he did hurt her shoulder, which was surely bruised, and bit her lip a little, she was relatively unharmed.  Even when he was in her mouth, he didn’t try to choke her, which she had been concerned about.
 
   Surprised by her yearning, she had no idea that she was capable of such a reaction, especially with a stranger.  Lucifer was attractive, but it was something else.  His movements had been fierce when he first touched her and kissed her, but passion had quickly taken over and he had touched her with care.  It was his touch that had made her body come to life.  She had been drawn to his passion and wanted more.  It didn’t matter that he was the devil; she just wanted his hands on her body.
 
   She sat down on her bed, not really sure what she should do next.  A sound at her door answered her question.
 
   


 
  



Chapter 6
 
    
 
   Her door burst open and Caleb rushed toward her.  Still having no tongue in his head, he grabbed her and pulled her out of the room.  Caleb looked frightened so she didn’t think too much about where they were headed.  She assumed Lucifer had come to his senses and called for her.
 
   He pulled her from her room, but they didn’t go back up to the Throne Room.  They went down.  At the bottom of the staircase was a landing that didn’t appear to have any doors or openings.  The walls were solid.
 
   “Where are you taking me?” she gasped as Caleb turned on her and stared at her.
 
   His demeanor was intense and cold.  He was on the short side and thin with a harsh mouth.  His nose looked permanently broken and askew.  His dull blue eyes bore into her.  She wasn’t sure what she had done to deserve his anger.
 
   Flashes of his past blinded her for a moment.  He had been a spy during WWII, for the side that had lost.  He had been discovered and was held prisoner.  He was about to be executed for espionage when he made a deal with Lucifer.  Many innocent lives were lost due to his deal.  Of course, he hadn’t fared any better than Aganon in his afterlife, or hers, as it seemed.
 
   Caleb glared at her and then walked straight into the solid stone wall at the back of the landing under the stairs and disappeared, except for the arm that was still pulling her.  She tried to hold herself back, but lost her balance when she was forced to put her hand against what looked like a solid wall and tumbled forward out of the castle.  She landed in a small opening surrounded by boulders.
 
   Caleb pulled her along a narrow path that ran along the castle wall.  Before she could get her bearings, she was whisked out into the enormous underground that held all the Realms of Hell.  She was surrounded by the realms for as far as the eye could see and beyond.  At least she knew where she was.  Well beyond the realms were rock walls that reached on forever.  In the rocks were large cracks that lead to caves where the truly terrible monsters roamed.  While she had figured out some of the names of the realms or the types of people receiving the punishment in them, she still didn’t know what went on inside the caves.
 
   All the realms were the size of multiple football fields and contained overwhelming amounts of people in them.  Most of the prisoners writhed on the ground or tried to dodge the punishers.  Their screams made it impossible to hear anything else.  Their faces were unrecognizable through the pain, tears, and blood.  They all looked the same, gray, tattered, bleeding, and in disbelief.
 
   Caleb pulled her past the Realm of Frost, toward the Realm of Thorns.  He tightened his grip, lowered his head, and pulled her closer to the edge.  She tried to pry his hand off her to no avail.  She noticed along the way that the demons or the punishers were starting to notice them, despite being focused on their work.
 
   She remembered Lucifer saying that only Fallen Angels worked in Hell.  All these years she had assumed they were demons or creatures of evil.  All the stories said that the angels had been cast out of Heaven and sent to Hell.  She had assumed they were now demons.  Apparently, the stories were not correct on this point.  They also weren’t gods like in Greek Mythology.  She had seen some of the punishers with their black wings unfolded when they scoop up escaped souls and toss them back in, but she never wanted to believe that they were actually angels.
 
   The Fallen Angels all turned one by one and looked at her.  Some were startled, others looked stunned, and some laughed.  None of the angels tried to stop them, until they reached the edge of the Realm of Thorns.  The angel in charge of the realm took one look at Michelle and threw his hands up to stop them.  He shook his head violently at Caleb.
 
   The punisher’s face looked young, but his eyes told his age.  He was wiser and more world-weary than his smooth face implied.  He was paler than the other angels were, and had shaggy dark hair that was swept across his forehead, which emphasized his bright gray eyes.  He was dressed in leather pants, but appeared more modern with a black T-shirt.  If she had met him on the street, she would have thought him to be in his twenties.  She had seen him many times before and was certain his name was Cyrus.
 
   Caleb glared at Cyrus, and continued to drag her toward the edge.
 
   Cyrus stopped them again, screaming something in a different language.  She had assumed it was some kind of demonic language, but it must have been the language of the angels.  It was a language that all of them understood, though not all of them spoke aloud.
 
   Caleb waved at Cyrus, trying to cut off his rant.  He pulled Michelle closer, and lifted her sleeve to reveal the scars on her wrist.
 
   Cyrus stopped mid-sentence and stared incredulously at the scars.  He looked back up at her again and pointed to the dress.
 
   Caleb shook his head again, clearly annoyed, and shoved Michelle’s wrist into the angel’s face.  Given that Caleb was missing his tongue for reasons such as disobedience or talking back, Michelle figured that the servant wouldn’t easily give up on his task.  What would he lose next, an ear?
 
   “I’m not going in there!” she screamed at both of them.  She was tired of this debate.
 
   Cyrus became even more agitated when Michelle spoke.  It was clear that he was trying to process everything he was seeing.
 
   Then Caleb made his final move.  He pointed to his empty mouth, and then pointed to the angel’s mouth.  Point, set, match.  That was enough for Cyrus to shake off any doubts and comply with the order given to him.
 
   Cyrus grabbed Michelle’s arm and pulled her to the edge.  He nodded to Caleb and Caleb ran like a cheetah back to the castle.  The Realm of Thorns it was then.
 
   The realm was for liars, and there were certainly a lot of them.  It was at maximum capacity and everyone was wearing either expensive suits or ugly off the rack suits.  Government officials, CEOs, and run of the mill thieves and liars were the main professions that populated the realm.
 
   There were endless tangles of thick branches and bushes that filled the entire realm.  They, of course, were covered in thorns.  Not the kind of thorns found on rose bushes, which might be have been tolerable, but large thorns that were sharper than glass, thicker than a wrist, and everywhere.  There was no safe haven to be found.  If you tried to stop moving, the thorns would move against you as if they were alive.  The branches were constantly changing and growing new thorns.  They would spear up from the ground where there had been a clear space and would continue growing and tangling with the other branches.  For every lie someone had told, a new thorn would slice their skin until they understood the pain that their lies caused others.
 
   Standing at the edge of the realm, her mind chose that moment to blind her with the worst migraine of her life, worse than the one that had landed her in Lucifer’s lap.  It look her a second to regain her balance and see clearly.  She nearly vomited on Cyrus.
 
   Before she could recover completely, a hand slammed against her back and she fell unceremoniously into the thorns.  As she fell into the middle of the realm, she quickly realized that it wasn’t going to be easy to escape.  A man who had lied to everyone, including his own grandmother, pushed passed her and knocked her straight into a wall of thorns.  The migraine was forgotten when pain tore through her back and radiated through every part of her body.  Anguish was the only thought left in her head.
 
   ∞
 
   Michelle opened her eyes when she felt something hit her.  She looked up and saw that the branches she had started to number to pass the endless days were gone and she was being hit with only one thing.  Granted that one thing stung terribly, but it was only one thing, not hundreds.  An angel was standing over her hitting her with a cat-o-nine-tails made of barbed wire.  The Realm of Thrashing Vines it was then, home of the backstabbers.  At least she was moving on to something else.  She vaguely recalled crawling her way to the edge of the thorn branches and being pulled along the pathways between realms before having her face smashed into the ground.  She must have been transferred.
 
   If she ever saw Caleb again, she would do worse to him than remove his tongue.  She mentally listed all the parts she would remove and how she would remove them as the whip came down again.
 
   Her headache had quieted to a dull ache in the back of her skull when a woman who had reached the edge was thrown back in by one of the angels and landed directly on her.  The woman had turned on every person in her life and tried to destroy anyone who was nice to her.  She was a real winner.  All things considered, she’d rather have people thrown at her than be whipped with barbed wire.  Maybe she’d just invented a new torture.  Her sarcasm died away when the metal came down again and tore through her stupid dress and her skin.
 
   ∞
 
   Time had lost all meaning.  She had endured the Realm of Claws where she had been mauled by animals with razor sharp claws; the Realm of Ghouls with its monstrous creatures tearing the flesh from her body and breaking her bones; the Realm of Burning Seas where she was boiled alive, while being drowned; the Realm of Frost where her body slowly froze, until pieces of her fell off; and yes, her favorite, the Realm of Fire where she had been burned alive.  She wasn’t sure why she had ended up in Murderer’s Row, or some of the harsher realms, but no one questioned whether she should be there.  She was simply tossed in time and again.  She was even thrown into the lesser the realms like the Realm of Thirst, and the Realm of Insects.  The only realm she skipped was the one for rapists, the Realm of Monsters.  That one was just too gruesome for words.
 
   The only thing that kept her from losing her mind completely was Lucifer.  She thought about how he had kissed her and how soft his lips had been.  She remembered how his hands had roamed her body.  She pictured how beautiful he was when he watched her mouth slide over him.  She wanted to feel him against her again.  Next time she would remove his shirt and see all of him.  She laughed as she remembered her embarrassment in the Throne Room when he told her to put on the dress.  Part of her wished she had taken her clothes off in front of him.  She should have been terrified of him or at least angry with him for sending her off to her doom, but stupidly she still wanted him.
 
   She hadn’t seen Lucifer since he ran out her room.  She wondered why he wasn’t standing around laughing at her pain.  Since Caleb worked for Lucifer, she assumed Lucifer had ordered that she be put through the gamut.  Apparently, she would indeed be punished for taking her own life.  She suddenly understood why Lucifer had said that she was special.  Not only would she live out her afterlife as a prisoner of Hell and be tortured, but she would also have to please Lucifer.
 
   She was drowning in the Realm of Drowning Seas when a hand pulled her out.  She looked up to see a man standing in front of her smiling cheerfully.  It took her a while to stop coughing up water.  Once she was able to breathe again, she looked up, and saw that Hades had rescued her.
 
   “Tired of this yet, kitten…err…Mistress?” He smiled pleasantly and held out his hand to her.
 
   “Yes!  Get me out of here!” she yelled as she reached out and clung to him.
 
   “Your wish is my command.  I would have brought you a towel had I known you were here.  I thought you were still in the Realm of Fire,” he smirked and handed her a bag of marshmallows.
 
   She instantly disliked Hades.
 
   He turned to walk away while beckoning her to follow.  She got to her feet, without his help, and was led into the castle.  When she approached the guard at the doors, she saw that she was whole again, her injuries completely healed, though her dress was still in shreds.  She was soaking wet, but at least she could breathe again.
 
   They entered the castle, walked up four flights of stairs to the rotunda and took the hallway on the right to Lucifer’s tower.  Crossing the covered bridge, she looked out over the realms at all the souls being tortured.  She was grateful to no longer be one of them.  They passed under the fire lit chandeliers, through the enormous black metal doors, and into the Throne Room.  Hades ascended the dais and seated himself on Lucifer’s throne.  
 
   Snug as a bug in a rug, Michelle thought as she watched Hades settle in. 
 
   It irked her to see him sitting there instead of Lucifer.  Not that she was loyal at all to Lucifer; it just seemed to be an insult.  She had a feeling that one of the lower thrones was probably his.  Maybe he still had more of a god complex than Lucifer had let on; either that or he liked the exercise from walking up the extra step to the better throne.  He looked out of place in his sharp suit, sitting on the Skull Throne.  She focused on the largest skull at the top of the chair, the one with ruby eyes.  For some reason it made her think of Lucifer.  She was surprised to find that she missed him.
 
   “Now, isn’t this more comfortable?” Hades looked down at Michelle from atop the dais.
 
   She was convinced he suffered from delusions of grandeur.
 
   “It’s better than swallowing a ton of water, sure,” she sneered and wrung out her hair.
 
   Mental note, throw Hades into the Realm of Frost, watch his fingers fall off, and then offer him a Popsicle, she thought, grinding her teeth together.
 
   “Yes, well, what do you expect from Hell?  Speaking of which, let’s make you a little more presentable, shall we?” Hades waved his hand toward Michelle’s dress.
 
   She was instantly dry and no longer in tatters like a shipwrecked sailor.  She was also warm for the first time since being on fire.
 
   “I’m sure you have many questions my darling Mistress.  I figured I would give you a break from your adventures to get to know you a little better,” Hades smiled and crossed his legs.  He looked at her condescendingly, the way someone would look at a small child.  He was waiting to see what silly things would come out her mouth.
 
   Whenever Hades spoke, he always sounded polite, but she had the distinct image of a viper when she looked at him.  She didn’t trust him, though she didn’t trust anyone.  Granted, he was the only one who had let her come up for air and toweled her off.  He would go in the “maybe a friend, but maybe I should kill him” column, for now.  Caleb was firmly in the “kill” column.  Lucifer was in the “beat senseless” column.
 
   “Where is Lucifer?” she demanded.  She wanted to know what was going on.  She was pissed that he hadn’t even bothered to make sure she was being taken care of in the realms and in complete misery.  She thought he would have gotten off on that.  Then again, she knew how he got off.  She thought he might, at the very least, come back to finish what they had started.
 
   “He’s vacationing.  Scouting trip is more like it.  He’s looking for more, well…company,” Hades replied with a smirk.  “It gets very lonely down here and he is eternally fickle.  Sometimes he’s with a woman once, then kills her, and moves on to the next,” Hades waved his hand as if it were something beneath his concern.
 
   “I see.  So he likes to get rid of them before he has sex with them?” Michelle put her hand on her hip.
 
   She didn’t know why she was being so defensive.  She wanted to believe that Lucifer wouldn’t have much interest in kicking her to the curb, yet, since they hadn’t gotten very far.  If her sole purpose in this place was to be his mistress, which at this point she would take over being in the realms, she wanted to at least give it a try.  When she had a few moments of clarity between her pain sessions, she had thought about her experiences with Lucifer.  She was curious about him, but was more curious about sex.  She thought perhaps she could negotiate her way out of the torture.  “And I’m already dead, if you hadn’t noticed.  No fear there,” she said, rolling her eyes.
 
   “He didn’t have sex with you?” he muttered the question more to himself than to her.  He appeared confused, but quickly regained his snarky composure.  “Well, like I said, he’s fickle.  Besides, there are things worse than mortal death.  You have seen the mark on your door, haven’t you?  That should be proof enough that you are nothing more than a passing fancy,” he said matter-of-factly.
 
   “Yes, it’s a crescent moon with a sun and clouds above it.  What does it mean?” she still wasn’t convinced that he could be trusted, but she would rather keep him talking until she figured out where Lucifer was.
 
   “It’s the mark of his harem.  He has so many women that he needs to mark their doors to keep track of them.  I’ve personally lost count over the years.  This week alone, he’s paraded at least thirty of them through here.  Some of them were even Playboy Bunnies.  Some he ships in from the Mortal Realm; others make deals with him and end up paying for their stupidity.  That dress is part and parcel.  Sorry peaches, Mistress, you’re not special around here,” he shrugged.
 
   Michelle noticed that whenever Hades called her a sarcastic name it sounded as if he were forced to correct himself and call her Mistress.  He seemed annoyed when he had to correct himself.
 
   “I’ve never seen anyone else wearing a dress like this,” Michelle was pissed.  If she had to wear the hideous thing, she wanted it to mean something.
 
   “He gets bored with his lovers after a while.  You didn’t think you would be his pet forever, did you?” Hades burst out laughing.  “Oh, oh dear.  You thought this gig was for eternity.  Afraid not kitten…Mistress.  You are simply that, a mistress, disposable and replaceable.  You are one in hundreds of millions over the eons.  You don’t mind sharing, do you?  He wants women, we bring them here, or he goes out on the prowl.  That’s not going to change because he calls you his mistress.  Wait, you have been in orgies before, right?  Well, I’m sure you’ll figure it out.  Poor thing, you fell for the biggest line of all time.  Lucifer will never have anyone special; it’s not in his nature,” Hades’ eyes gleamed.  He was enjoying this.  He wanted her to know the truth and was delighted to be the one to share it with her.
 
   “Wonderful.  It just gets better,” she sighed.  She was dejected by the thought that Lucifer didn’t care about her.
 
   What was wrong with her?  She didn’t care about him.  She didn’t know anything about him.  He could have been lying when he said that he’d waited a long time for her.  Tears started to well up in her eyes at the thought of Lucifer with other women.  Why did she even care?
 
   She cared because she was angry.  If he was going to use her and throw her away, then her death was for nothing.  She had died simply because he was bored and needed a plaything.  He confused her and tricked her into killing herself with the headaches and the hypnotic suggestions just so that he could have sex with her, torture her, and then what?  Kill her again?  What was the point of all that?
 
   None of this seemed right.  She thought about the longing in his voice when he called to her.  She heard his anger when she didn’t join him.  She had started to believe that the voice had cared for her, at least enough to keep reaching out to her.
 
   God, she was a stupid child.  She had fallen for his lies.  He didn’t care about her and she wasn’t special.  She was nothing more than a game to him.  She felt sick.  Her death was meaningless.  She was beyond depressed.
 
   “Ah, pumpkin, Mistress, Lucifer invented the one night stand and you’re not the first one to fall for his deception.  It’s tragic, yes, but I’m here to tell you that I’ve had to give this speech so many times I have it memorized.  If I may, it goes a little like this:
 
   ‘Dear, insert name here, it seems that your services are no longer required by your master.  No, dear, it was nothing that you did.  I’m sure that you pleased him well enough.  It’s his fault, truly it is.  He’s terrible at relationships.  They never work out.  I know you did your best, insert name, a pat on her shoulder, but he is too self-involved.  Now, if you will kindly follow me, I will take you to where you need to go.  He thanks you for your time together, but it’s over.  Oh, dry your tears, this sadness won’t last forever.’  Then I take them to the Caves of Darkness and I end their suffering for eternity,” Hades’ face contorted into pure evil.  His eyes narrowed and took on the appearance of a wolf on the hunt.
 
   Michelle took a step back.  She felt like his prey and that he was about to pounce on her.
 
   “End their suffering for eternity?  How do you manage that?” she gulped and took another step back.
 
   “You haven’t been to the Caves of Darkness yet, have you?  There’s a reason no one likes to go there.  There are creatures in there, hungry creatures that feast on the souls who try to escape through the old tunnels.  There is no going back to the Mortal Realm once a Bhakşaka gets hold them.  There is no more reincarnation, only oblivion.  The Bhakşakas feeds upon the soul and leaves behind the shell of a person that no longer feels anything beyond its basic instincts.  The shells are called Shades, mindless creatures that stalk wayward souls and devour their flesh.  It’s nice to know that you have options, either lose your soul and become a Shade or be eaten alive by them.
 
   “As I said, Lucifer loves his women, breaks up with them, and then kills them.  Therefore, you have a choice.  Wait for Lucifer to decide that he no longer needs you and ends you himself, or you can decide to make it all go away right now and save yourself all the pain and worry,” Hades was off the throne in the blink of an eye and circling her.
 
   “So you’re the hatchet man?  Lucifer doesn’t even have the guts to tell me this himself?”  Michelle remained perfectly still as Hades continued to circle her, waiting for his chance to escort her to her death.
 
   While she was upset about falling for Lucifer’s lies, her instincts told her not to believe Hades.  A feeling of distrust grew inside of her.  She immediately understood not to trust Hades, under any circumstance and stood her ground.  She wasn’t going to let him convince her to end her life.
 
   She felt something was burning her hand.  Looking down, she realized it was her ring.  It was digging into her finger, something that had only started happening since she arrived in Hell.  She put her hands behind her back and tried to wiggle the ring to ease the pressure.
 
   “Lucifer has more important things to do than dump all of his lovers.  He’s a very busy man.  I, on the other hand, make sure that the poor things don’t suffer more than needed.  If Lucifer did it himself, it certainly would be a sight, not to the mention the cleanup.  It’s best this way, more, efficient,” Hades loomed over her with a look of malice.
 
   “Yet you didn’t say that I was dumped, did you?  You said that when Lucifer was done with them, he kicked them out.  I have a feeling that he isn’t done with me yet,” she replied.  She tried to sound smug to call his bluff,but inside she was still reeling from the possibility of being betrayed by Lucifer.  She would rather speak directly to him and hear the words from his mouth.  Hades looked entirely too eager to whisk her away to her oblivion.
 
   “No, but it will happen.  It’s only a matter of time.  I figured that after all you have suffered; you would prefer to be put out of your misery sooner rather than later.  Trust me; you don’t want to be Lucifer’s lover.  He’s not what they call, caring and compassionate.  He will take what he will from you and leave you barren.  I rescued you from drowning, now I’m trying to rescue you from being raked over the coals and having your heart plucked from your body.  Well, not literally, in this case.  Heartbreak is the worst torture one can endure.  You’re too young to have gone through it yourself, so I thought I would ease you into it,” Hades stood with his chin up, looking down his nose at her.
 
   “You’re offering me the loaded gun to avoid all my future suffering?” she cocked her head.  She remembered how shocked Hades had been the first time they met and how he had bowed to her.  Something was rotten in Hell and it wasn’t the souls.
 
   “Something like that.  You killed yourself once my dear, Mistress; I figured it was something you might want to do again.  You are definitely one of the sadder lots I’ve seen in recent years, so young, so naïve.  It’s painful to watch.  I wanted to give you an out.  So many beg for the end of their suffering here, yet they continue to suffer.  I’m offering you the golden ticket, a chance that not many receive.  Don’t throw it away without first considering it.  Do you really want to spend an eternity here, being stabbed, bitten, skewered, flambéed, frozen, and ripped apart?  It’s no way to live, I assure you.  I’m only offering this to you once, now or never.  You are Lucifer’s servant, so there is no reincarnation for you, no more lives as a mortal.  You will stay here forever and you will become miserable, bitter, and angry.  You will become a shadow of the person you once were.  Nothing will stop the agony.  You will never feel happiness again.  You are damned here and you will slowly lose your mind until you are rabid.  This is the end of the line precious…Mistress,” Hades was a hair’s breath away from her, his dark blue eyes boring into hers.  He was taunting her, wanting her to envision all the misery she would endure.
 
   “I think I’ll take my chances.  It’s true, I killed myself once, but it wasn’t something I wanted to do.  Given a choice now, I certainly wouldn’t do it again.  While I appreciate that you want to help me and end my horrible existence, I think I will pass on your offer.  I want to see Lucifer,” she looked straight into his eyes and gained strength with every word.  He was deceiving her.  She could feel it down to her bones.
 
   “Pity really, too stupid for your own good.  You will suffer unlike any other who has inhabited this place.  Mark my words; you will regret this decision tenfold, and don’t you dare come groveling back to me to ease you into death when you understand the mistake you have made.  This day will haunt you for a long time to come.  Remember that it was I who was trying to be merciful.  You will not find mercy again.  I promise you that,” Hades was seething as they stared at each other, unmoving, neither one backing down.
 
   “I’ll remember that it was you who offered to kill me.  I’ll make a note of that,” Michelle smiled cruelly.
 
   Before Hades could respond, the sound of footsteps on the bridge broke his gaze and he quickly looked up.
 
   “Sounds like my three o’clock is here.  Now it’s time for your spa treatment, my dear Mistress.”  Hades looked past Michelle to watch someone enter.  She could hear multiple footsteps coming across the bridge, but she couldn’t see who they were.  “Caleb, bring Lucifer’s mistress to her room so that she can rest,” Hades quickly dismissed her and walked to the entrance.
 
   Caleb appeared from the far right behind the dais, bowed to Hades, who wasn’t looking at him, and grabbed Michelle by the arm.
 
   She pulled her arm from him, and glared at him.  “I remember how to walk,” she growled at Caleb.
 
   Caleb ignored her outburst, latched onto her arm again, and dragged her back to the spiral staircase.
 
   Michelle was being pulled through the doorway when she caught a glimpse of a man who was walking into the Throne Room, accompanied by Aganon.  She was surprised.  The man looked nothing like the other Fallen Angels.  He was breathtaking and immaculate in his appearance.  The only word that came to mind was, angelic.  He wore a white suit and tie.  He could have easily been a model with his boyish good looks.  He squinted at her, trying to get a better look at her before she was whisked away.
 
   She heard Hades greeting the angel with his usual charm just as she was pulled down the stairs.  She heard the name Adrian before the door closed behind her.
 
   Caleb spoke for the first time as they descended the stairs past her room.  “Lord Hades has issued a command.  I must heed him.  I’m sure you know by now the consequences for failing to obey orders.”
 
   Michelle realized it must have been a long time since she’d entered the realms if Caleb had a usable tongue.  She was a little surprised to hear his accent.
 
   “Yeah, little weasels get their tongues removed with rusty screwdrivers,” she snapped and tried to pry her arm away from his unyielding hand.
 
   “Pray you never learn for yourself,” he glared at her as they made their way to the bottom of the stairs.
 
   “Let me guess, I’m not going to my room to rest,” she said dryly, nearly tumbling down the staircase.
 
   “You catch on quick, Mistress,” he dragged her out of the castle and straight to the Realm of Poison.
 
   “The next time Lucifer kicks the crap out of you, I want to watch,” she snarled at him.
 
   He sneered at her then turned to the angel in charge of the Realm of Poison.  “Nolan, please make our guest comfortable,” Caleb handed her over to a tall blonde angel and ran back to the castle.
 
   Nolan nodded, grabbed her wrist, and in she went.  She landed on a pile of scorpions and prayed for a meerkat to eat the nasty little things.
 
   


 
  



Chapter 7
 
    
 
   “How are you feeling today, my Lord?” Hades asked, entering Lucifer’s bedroom.
 
   Few were allowed into Lucifer’s private domain, though most would run screaming if they did enter.  The angel had a serious penchant for mounting things on his walls as trophies.  Even his headboard was made from the bones of his enemies.  It was hardly The Plaza, but when one spent an eternity in darkness away from the light of God, it tended to cause a person to become a little batty.  The only thing that Hades enjoyed about the room was the ceiling that had all the constellations accurately painted on it.  He missed the heavens and he missed the stars.
 
   Lucifer sat on the floor, staring at the large fireplace in his room, catatonic.  He looked wrecked.  In all his years, Hades had never seen his brother in such disarray.  He had a thick beard, his shirt was ripped in multiple places, and his hair was knotted and mangled.  Yet, the most disturbing thing was Lucifer’s eyes.  They were haunted and distant.  The reflection of the flames in his eyes showed the chaos inside of Lucifer’s mind.  On a positive note, his hair and eyes were darker and closer to normal.  Normal for the raging insane Lucifer, not the Heavenly goody two shoes Lucifer.
 
   Hades had tried to speak to him multiple times since his self-imposed hiatus, but it was not only difficult to witness his brother in such a state, it was nearly impossible to listen to him.  He could kill the little bitch for what she had done to him.
 
   “That good, huh?” Hades threw himself into the black leather chair next to the fireplace facing Lucifer.
 
   Lucifer didn’t acknowledge Hades in the least.  Seemed he had forgotten how to blink as well.  He sat with his knees against his chest and his arms wrapped around them.  He looked like he was trying to count the number of flames in the fireplace.
 
   “Well the good news, if you can call it that, is that Mark is walking and talking again, and at the same time no less.  Adrian said that he is nearly recovered and expected back shortly, which is good, since I hate Adrian.  He asks more questions than Mark ever did.  It makes me long for the good ole days when the Heavenly Angels were so disgusted by our actions that they wouldn’t dare enter beyond the Hall of Winds.  I guess Mark has grown accustomed to it after all this time.  The boy finally grew up.  According to Adrian, Michael has been barking mad and sends requests for your head hourly.  I told Adrian to pass along the message that you were tied up, and would see him once we found the scissors.  Seriously, though, Michael will not be pleasant to deal with.  I warned you of the consequences,” Hades watched a tear ran down Lucifer’s cheek.
 
   Wonderful, seems we’re still sobbing in our soup, Hades sighed to himself.
 
   Lucifer had been moaning and weeping over what he had done to Mark.
 
   “Really now, I don’t understand why you are so upset.  If you are going to feed someone his teeth, then you should own what you did, and not feel sorry about it. It’s a waste of time, in my opinion,” Hades shrugged, which only made Lucifer whimper.
 
   He decided to change tactics.
 
   “I just had a conversation with the little bitch.  She is enjoying her time here.  She has found all sorts of ways to occupy herself.  She still hates you, I’m afraid,” Hades braced himself for the reply.
 
   “Please, I’ve asked you not to call her that.  She has done nothing wrong.  I am to blame,” Lucifer muttered.
 
   Well, at least he had stopped weeping hysterically whenever disparaging remarks were made about his mistress.  The first time Hades called her a bitch, Lucifer wallowed for an hour and begged Hades not to say such reproachful things.  Hades couldn’t handle the begging and sobbing.  Typically, he enjoyed it from his prisoners and servants, but from the Prince of Darkness it was disturbing.
 
   “My apologies, my Lord.  I hate to see you like this.  I’m worried about you, and not just because we have work to do, as always, but because you are important here.  Who would run this place if you weren’t around?”  Hades was trying to break Lucifer from this curse.  Lucifer hated the thought of anyone running Hell but him.
 
   “You would do fine in my absence,” Lucifer waved a hand in Hades’ direction.
 
   “Did you just compliment me?  I think I have a headache.  For the love of all that is holy, beat me, yell at me, or spit on me, but don’t compliment me.  It’s disturbing,” Hades held the bridge of his nose and tried to think of a way out of this disaster.
 
   “I never should have brought her here,” Lucifer whispered as he continued to stare at the flames.
 
   Past crying and ranting and on to remorse, soon he would be back to his wonderfully brooding self.  He needed Lucifer to pull himself together and then make sure this never happened again.  Hades had quickly understood the problem and was working on a solution.
 
   “That’s right; you shouldn’t have brought her here.  She can’t stand the sight of you.  She cries in her room every night because she is afraid of you.  I don’t know what will become of her,” Hades put on his best concerned face and waited for Lucifer to continue his pity party.
 
   “She has every right to hate me.  I stole her, Hades; do you understand what that means?  I took her away from her life.  I have done nothing but lie to her.  I’m nothing but a selfish bastard.  I thought I knew what I was doing.  I thought I had everything under control.  Everything was so well planned.  Once I got her here, I foolishly believed that everything would be perfect.  I didn’t fully understand the consequences.  I only cared about my obsession to find her,” Lucifer roughly wiped a tear from his chin.
 
   “Would it have changed anything, had you known the consequences?  It didn’t seem to matter when you threw Mark into the flames.  I told you of the consequences, yet the boy still ended up with third degree burns,” Hades replied quickly.
 
   He had a Hell to oversee and babysitting Lucifer, more than usual, was causing his control to slide.  Lucifer was not the best manager in the world.  He typically spent more time indulging himself in his own ventures than actually running Hell, but he was there when Hades really needed him.
 
   “No.  I would still have done anything I could to get her.  I guess I would have prepared myself better, had I known.  Mark brought his fate upon himself by sticking his nose where it didn’t belong.  I do regret hurting him as badly as I did.  A punch to the face probably would have sufficed.  He was never one for pain,” Lucifer sighed.  He ran a hand through his dark hair and continued to sulk.
 
   “If all you were going to do was punch him, I would have gladly done it for you,” Hades rolled his eyes at the mess Lucifer had created.  He looked to Lucifer’s bed and remembered how the girl said that she hadn’t slept with Lucifer.  “How do you prepare yourself for the effects of lust, exactly?” Hades had seen Lucifer take complete strangers into his bed.  Why had he not claimed his mistress yet?
 
   “I don’t know.  I’ve had countless women, yet none of them affects me the way she does.  Neither Maraquette nor Serena ever came close to making me feel the way she does,” Lucifer said shaking his head.
 
   “They were insane.  Give her time and she will become like them, then you won’t have to worry about her anymore.  Of course, you could simply forget about her.  This girl aside, you are going to have to get your rank ass off the floor and rejoin the rest of us.  You can’t stay locked away in here forever.  I have been making excuses for you.  I said you needed a little vacation,” Hades smirked.
 
   “I have tried to forget her, but I can’t.  I thank you brother for taking care of things in my absence.  I guess it is time to get off this floor,” Lucifer chuckled as he slowly stood up.
 
   “Did you just thank me?  I think you need to wait at least another week or two until you get your ‘bad’ on again.  The others will eat you alive if they hear you say thank you for anything or see the dried tear stains on your shirt.  Maybe we should burn that shirt.  You know you can’t lose control of your domain.  It would be your ruin,” Hades clasped his hand on Lucifer’s shoulder and nodded to him.
 
   “I know.  You’re right.  That’s why I have stayed locked away.  You don’t know what it has been like for me Hades.  You have no idea.  I can feel again,” Lucifer sat down on the bed, and hung his head.
 
   “I do remember what it’s like to feel and it sucks that you have to go through it.  It’s so much easier to live here and do our jobs when all of our feelings are locked down tight.  It’s easier to hate when you can’t feel remorse,” Hades shuddered at the memory.  He hated having his feelings brought back to the surface.  He actually regretted all of his scheming and plotting, which was a waste of time.
 
   Lucifer sighed and held back a sob.  “What am I going to do Hades?  I can’t be around her, yet that is exactly what I want to do.  I can feel her presence even now.  She calls to me.  I think about her all the time.  I wonder what she is doing.  I want to know what she is thinking.  I’ve gone mad, and not the usual kind of madness.  Murdering no longer appeals to me.  All I want is to feel her skin against me rather than choke the life out of someone.  I don’t know how to snap out of it,” Lucifer rose and paced about the room.
 
   Hades had a few ways to snap him out of it, but figured it was a rhetorical question.  He had to find a way to cease this caterwauling.  The angel that paced in front of him like a simpering child was not the Angel of Darkness that he both feared and admired, he was an angel ruined by a woman, the worst kind of angel.  Hades swore he would never fall in love with someone who could destroy him like that.  He would rather die than sit around pining over a woman.
 
   Katarina would have his balls in a vice if he cried over her, or for any reason other than having his balls in a vice.  She was his kind of woman, cold, cruel, calculating, and amazing in bed.  Lucifer needed to find someone more like her.  Of course, whenever he did, the woman would slowly lose her mind until she became uncontrollable.  It was doubtful that Lucifer would cry about a woman like that.  That gave him a few more ideas.
 
   “Perhaps you need to go to the surface for a while and have sex with lots of different women and forget about your mistress.  Go, clear your head.  I’m sure it will do you good,” Hades shrugged.
 
   It had better, he growled to himself.
 
   “Don’t you think I have pondered that and every other option?  I have thought about leaving, about finding someone else.  I thought about leaving her alone until I am strong enough to resist her.  I am ashamed to say that I even considered killing her,” Lucifer’s voice was quiet as he stopped pacing and turned to stare at the fire again.
 
   Hades liked where this was headed.  “Perhaps that would be for the best.  As I said, you have a tendency to ravage their minds and turn them into female versions of you, but with boobs and a serious need for blood and revenge,” Hades said matter-of-factly.  He leaned against the bookcase opposite the fire and pretended to look at the books.
 
   “That will never happen!  No matter what she does to me, and no matter how much I suffer, I will not allow her to be harmed!  I hate myself for even thinking it.  If anyone were to harm her, I would set every one of his bones on fire.  I would crush his skull in my hands.  He would know pain like no other before them.  Eternal damnation would only be the beginning,” Lucifer roared as he turned on Hades like a panther set on feeding.
 
   Hades moved quickly, hoping that Lucifer wouldn’t lunge at him; otherwise, he would be missing an arm or two, which would put a serious kink in his plans with Katarina.
 
   “Of course not, my Lord, no one will touch the girl,” Hades straightened up and bowed.  The formality rose up in him quickly as a defense mechanism.  At least Lucifer was back to wanting to kill.  He just hoped that Lucifer wasn’t going to start with him.
 
   “Good.  Make sure of it.  As my second-in-command, I expect you to take care of things.  She is included in that.  You will see to her wellbeing,” Lucifer panted.
 
   “Of course, my Lord, I will see to it.  I just want you to reconsider the idea of finding another,” Oh, he would see to her, that he swore.  He would make sure that she was killed or deranged enough to be killed.
 
   “Hades, you don’t understand.  When she entered the Throne Room, I could feel her from the Realm of Nightmares.  I was afraid that she would never come.  I had called to her for so long, I’d almost given up hope that I would obtain her.  I was running out of time and becoming desperate.  You saw how insane I was.  I knew I had to do something.  Then a miracle happened, he made a mistake.  Creeper was able to find him and ultimately found her.  I knew where she was and I reached out to her.  For the first time in countless millennia, I could hear her.  I was positive that she could hear me.  The bond between us was stronger than ever.  It allowed me greater access into her mind and I tricked her.  She had no idea what she was doing.  I wasn’t sure that she would comply, so I waited.  I was shocked when I won.  Hades, I finally won.
 
   “When I saw her lying there in that horrible pink outfit, I wanted to laugh, really laugh for the first time since falling from Heaven.  I was overjoyed that I had finally gotten her.  It was more about the victory than about her.  I had accomplished something her father swore I would never be able to do.  I realized it was more about my obsession to best him than about caring for her.  That’s when I looked into her face and remembered all the feelings I had when I first saw her.  Even though she looked very different, she had the same effect on me.  I wanted nothing more than to steal her away, lock her in the lowest, darkest place here, and covet her.  My obsession stopped being about winning and more about hoarding her.  How can I find another when I feel this way?” Lucifer groaned and curled up on his bed.
 
   “If it helps, I’m certain she will never care for you.  She has even said so aloud.  I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but I don’t think you made a very good first impression.  She seemed to be displeased with your, well, the way you touched her,” Hades chimed in.  Even if they didn’t have sex, it was obvious that something had gone on between them.  He had a 50/50 shot that Lucifer was too aggressive when it came to touching her.
 
   “I know I failed her.  I probably scared the hell out of her.  I wasn’t exactly gentle.  In my defense, I wasn’t prepared for the feelings that overwhelm me when I am near her.  I hadn’t experienced a sensation like that since before we fell.  It’s how I used to feel in Heaven.  My heart was pounding and my hands twitched, begging me to touch her.  I felt like the breath had been knocked out of me.  After all this time waiting for her, she was finally within my grasp.  All the things I had planned to do melted away.  I only thought about pleasing myself.  Once she was done pleasing me, I was confused by all the emotions breaking through to the surface.  I didn’t know how to handle it.  I actually cried in front of her.  I was so ashamed that I ran,” Lucifer sighed.
 
   Hades was taken aback by Lucifer’s confession.  Lucifer had never admitted anything like this to him, ever.  They always spoke of hatred, punishments, and beatings.  They never spoke of caring, or crying.  It was unheard of.  They certainly spoke about sex, but as a conquering act, not a beautiful and tender experience to cherish.  This was uncharted waters for them and Hades felt very uncomfortable.  He needed his Master back in control of himself and his domain.
 
   “What happened to making her your servant?  You told her that she would do your bidding.  Have you changed your mind?”  Hades had a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach.
 
   Lucifer had always ranted about how he would make the girl submit to him.  He would strip her of her identity, force his will upon her, and make her crawl to him like a lowly pitiful creature.  She would have no dignity left.  Lucifer had bragged that she meant little to him, except as a showpiece.  Hades had a feeling that the girl had moved from mistress status to the girl you take home to meet mom.  He felt nauseated at the thought.  It was one thing for Lucifer to want to keep the girl locked away in his room and do whatever he wanted to her, but it was a completely different thing to actually love her and want to treat her like a person, not a sex slave.
 
   “I had envisioned making her wait on me hand and foot.  I wanted to watch her humiliation as I forced her to do things she would never do on her own.  I wanted to hurt her and make her beg me to stop.  The darkness had twisted my soul so much that I actually thought about hurting her.  What kind of monster have I become?  The first time I saw her I only thought about keeping her safe and keeping her by my side.  I wanted to love her and have her love me.  Now I think about conquering her and hurting her,” Lucifer was on the verge of sobbing again.
 
   “I think the only way she will submit to you is if you force her to.  I don’t think you’re a monster.  I think you’re confused.  Give it time and you will see that the two of you weren’t meant to be together,” Hades shook his head as if he pitied Lucifer.
 
   He was going to keep pushing Lucifer toward the “break her of her will” plan of action, which would lead to killing her for her own good.  The girl needed to be unhinged so that Lucifer would see that she was nothing special.  If Lucifer ruined her, then everything could go back to the way it should be.
 
   “No.  I’m not confused.  For the first time I understand.  I know what it means to feel something other than hate and disdain for someone.  When I touched her, that’s when it all fell apart.  It goes beyond lust, it’s pleasure.  Pure pleasure pours through me and cracks through the ice inside.  It feels like molten lava coursing through me.  I actually burn for her.  Her body causes my mind to split apart until there is nothing left in the world but her.  You saw me after she touched me.  I was almost returned to my former angelic glory.  I’m reduced to a pathetic love struck child and yet I still want to be with her,” Lucifer wanted her even then.
 
   “I assure you she doesn’t reciprocate your feelings,” Hades sighed.  He pulled a random book from the shelf and pretended to take an interest in it.  He was surprised to find that it was “Alice in Wonderland.”
 
   “It is the only thing that has kept me here, alone and suffering.  I want her to be happy, and I know that I can’t make her happy,” Lucifer sighed.
 
   Hades flinched when he heard the word happy.  He wanted to make her happy?  It was far worse that he thought.  He needed to work fast.  “Then release her from her bonds and send her back to the Mortal Realm.  It would be best for everyone.  I guess it’s a good thing she doesn’t want to be with you.  You can let her go and get back to the way things were,” Hades shrugged like it was an easy solution, and it would be an easy solution if Lucifer could get his head out of the clouds, or perhaps the sheets.  Hades decided to throw the idea out there, hoping that Lucifer would agree to it.
 
   “No,” Lucifer growled and was standing in front of Hades before he could blink.  “I will never let her go, Hades, and I will destroy anyone who suggests it.  Are we clear?”  Lucifer’s eyes were glowing red and he was bearing his teeth, which looked more like fangs when they were mere inches from his throat.  
 
   Hades cleared his throat and took a step back.  He casually put the book down and bowed.  “Of course not, my Lord, no one will suggest that she leave,” Hades lowered his head.  The Prince of Darkness was back or at least in the vicinity.  This was so much better than crying.  
 
   Lucifer stepped back and paced.
 
   Hades hated to bring up the issue, but the question needed to be asked.  “What if the Predznak find out she is here?  They will wage war with you to either take her or kill her.  You know it’s true.  Do we let them have her, especially since she doesn’t seem to know the truth?”  Hades was more than willing to hunt every one of those assholes down and give them a personal handwritten invitation back into Hell if they did either.  In fact, he might send his servant Jared on a mission to find them.  That would certainly be worth courtside seats.
 
   Hades paused when he thought about the Predznak and decided it was probably best to keep them out of his plans.  They could easily turn on everyone in Hell and destroy it just for a good laugh.
 
   “No one will take her from me!  Let them come and I will butcher them all.  They will never get to her and she will never know of their existence.  I will protect her with my life, if needed.  I don’t know why she is naïve about this world, but I intend on keeping it that way.  Give the order that she is not to be harmed or touched in any way, nor will be she told the truth.  I swear if anyone disobeys me, I will mount them on my wall while they are still alive,” Lucifer growled and paced about the room.
 
   “Of course not, my Lord, we will not allow her to be taken.  What about the agreement?  You haven’t exactly held up your end of the deal,” Hades decided to steer him away from the subject of mounting people to the wall, since he would be the first one in line.
 
   “I don’t have to honor the agreement.  It’s null and void.  I won, so I don’t have to abide by it.  He thought he was so clever.  I wish I could have seen the look on his face when he realized that he’d lost.  She is mine to deal with as I see fit.  The deal was broken the second she arrived here of her own free will,” Lucifer sneered like the wolf he was.  He knew he’d won and didn’t need to abide by the contract.
 
   “How will you keep her from finding out?”  Hades asked in his most innocent voice.  He might be able to work this angle, if his first plan failed.
 
   “She will stay here.  She will never be allowed to return to the Mortal Realm.  I will find a way to make her happy, but she will continue to be my servant.  I will try to deal with her sway over me.  I will prepare myself better for our next encounter,” Lucifer was already telling himself not to touch her, look at her, or picture what he wanted to do to her.  He needed to find a way to desensitize himself; maybe a negative reaction would be best.  He could injure himself whenever he thought about touching her.  That could work.
 
   “As you wish, my Lord.  I will make sure that she never finds out who she is,” Hades smiled at the thought.  There were so many ways to keep that promise.  He was giddy with all the options available to him.  “But right now I have to meet with Azazel.  There are problems that need resolving.  Souls keep escaping from the Realm of Nightmares since you’ve been on hiatus.  We wouldn’t want the worst of the worst off terrorizing the locals, now would we?  The Höllenhund has been busy.  Vaughn has been chasing after the escapees as quickly as he can.  Thankfully, I can rely on him to do his job,”  Hades feared a mass riot in the Realm of Nightmares.  It would take months to undo the damage.  He needed to remind Lucifer of what was at stake if he couldn’t break himself of this melancholy.
 
   “The prisoners in the Realm of Nightmares must be secured.  I have faith that Vaughn will keep everything under control,” Lucifer sighed.  He thought about the havoc they would create, if the prisoners orchestrated a large-scale escape from the realm.
 
   “We really need you back.  Azazel can’t keep watch over the Fallen, and the Realm of Nightmares.  We need you at the helm, ASAP.  I know you are lovelorn over this girl, but you need to get your head back into the game or someone will remove it for you.  There are plenty of people vying for your position.  The fools think that ruling Hell would be fun.  Wait till they see all the paperwork and learn about the unending hours,” Hades chuckled.
 
   “I will be ready in a few days.  You’re right.  There are entirely too many who would take over control, again.  I will find the strength to resist her and do my duty.  Hold down the fort as best you can and I will take over shortly,” Lucifer threw back his shoulders and looked at himself in the mirror.  He did look terrible.  He needed to get it together.  He knew he had to become the merciless scoundrel of old and reign as he was meant to.
 
   Hades bowed and left the room.  He walked past Dorian and Vincent, Lucifer’s suicide servants and flipped them off.  The losers were very loyal to Lucifer and useless to him.  He left Lucifer’s tower, walked over the covered bridge, made a right in the rotunda, and entered the Hall of Misery, his personal tower, and home away from Heaven.
 
   Azazel was waiting for him in front of the dais.  At least he was on time today.
 
   He noticed that Azazel’s leather shirt was ripped in multiple places and his brown hair was tousled about.  The prisoners must have attacked him again.  Luckily, Azazel was a natural at subduing an angry mob, which was why he oversaw all the realms.  His chiseled expression and fierce gaze was often all he needed to make a prisoner back down and return to their realm.  He could scare the shit out of just about anyone.  The angel never smiled, unless he was breaking someone’s will.
 
   “How fares it, brother?”  Azazel asked as he bowed.  Azazel hated bowing, but he hated bleeding even more.
 
   “I’m in a mood.  Be warned.  Lucifer is still away doing something that I will inevitably have to clean up.  I’m afraid you will have to continue terrorizing the inmates in the Realm of Nightmares, and yes, I’m well aware of how much you loathe your duties.  It can’t be helped so deal with it,” Hades threw himself into his throne and rubbed his temples.  He was going to have to remember all the lies he’d told so that they didn’t come back to bite him in the ass, or get him mounted on a wall.
 
   “Of course, my Lord.  I will continue punishing the VIP prisoners, as requested.  Do you have any idea how much longer Lord Lucifer will be away?  Vaughn’s attention has been diverted to helping me in Nightmares and he is having difficulties pursing the escapees from the other realms, though thankfully there haven’t been many,” Azazel would rather cut out his own tongue than deal with the Realm of Nightmares.  He could handle the general populace.  Those realms were straightforward.  The Realm of Nightmares was unique and difficult to maintain.  It created a lot more work for him.  He had no idea how Lucifer ran the place without losing his mind.  Of course, it was pretty much all he did all day, if Hades was to be believed, though he never believed Hades completely.
 
   “It won’t be much longer.  Just do the best you can.  I will speak to Vaughn.  Lucifer can fix things when he returns.  It will serve him right for taking off and letting his minions do his dirty work.  No offense.  As much as we all believe that we are the scariest angels in Hell, no one can top Lucifer when it comes to torturing.  Now, how is our little guest doing?”  Hades perked up, waiting to hear the answer.
 
   “Lucifer’s mistress is in the Realm of Poison.  I have to admit she is stronger than I expected.  The suiciders are always weak and pathetic.  They cry out the loudest and beg for mercy more than anyone else.  They normally give up the second they feel pain, but she is different.  She has an inner strength that I haven’t often seen.  While she screams out in pain, she doesn’t allow the torture to truly defeat her.  Be warned, she is a fighter.  Are you sure that we won’t accidentally release her power?  Everyone is afraid she will blow the place up.  Is it safe to continue in this manner?”  Azazel had fantasies of Hell blowing up, which wouldn’t be the worst thing to imagine, but he didn’t want to be caught in the fireball.
 
   “As long as the ring stays on it will be fine.  Don’t worry about such things, you’ll go gray,” Hades rolled his eyes and brushed away Azazel’s concerns.
 
   Azazel wasn’t the only one worried about her power slipping out.  Hades had held his breath when she was tossed into the first realm.  He watched nervously from the windows in his tower as she was hurled into the thorns and started to bleed.  Mercifully, her power had remained in check and he was able to let go of his worries, at least that worry.  Technically, he was supposed to start her off in the Realm of Fire, but reconsidered when he imagined the fire adding to her power.  He didn’t need Hell burnt to the ground.
 
   “I’m still uncertain as to why Lucifer has ordered that she be put through all the realms.  We were warned before her arrival that no one was to touch her or harm her.  He swore he would end our miserable lives and never think twice about it.  I know Cyrus was shocked when Caleb handed her over, motioning that he should throw her into the Realm of Thorns.  Caleb was adamant that she be tortured.  What changed Lucifer’s mind?  You never did tell us the reasoning behind it when you countermanded his original order,” Azazel didn’t care one way or another; he was just covering his own backside.  He didn’t want Lucifer to return from his walkabout to find that his precious mistress was being stripped of her skin only to turn around and do the same to him.
 
   “He didn’t know she was going to kill herself.  You know the rules as well as I.  Anyone who kills himself must suffer all the tortures of Hell as punishment for throwing away his life, since all life is a gift from God,” Hades ran through the rule quickly, waving his hand to emphasize the rote nature of it.  Everyone knew it and lived by it.
 
   “Of course, I know the rule.  I’m just surprised he allowed it after his speech, diagram, and example of what he would do to us.  I simply wanted to clarify that we are to continue her torture,” Azazel sighed.
 
   “Yes, continue.  If he wants her out, I will come and get her myself.  If Lucifer does emerge in the near future, do me a favor and refrain from speaking of her tortures.  He isn’t happy that he has to hurt her, but even she isn’t above the rules.  Are we clear?”  Hades needed to keep this one close to the vest.  While he normally let Azazel in on his schemes, this one was too big to let go of just yet.  Not even Katarina knew what he was planning.
 
   “Yes, my Lord.  As you wish,” Azazel bowed and left Hades.
 
   ∞
 
   Michelle was busy playing twister with a few poisonous snakes as she pondered her fate.  She hated snakes.  She swore if she ever got out of the realm she would find a way to merge the Realm of Poison and the Realm of Fire and watch all the little critters fry.  She had spent more and more time thinking about Lucifer.  Her emotions swung from sadness, to anger, to outrage, back to sadness.  The more she thought about Lucifer, the more she wanted Hades’ threat to be nothing but lies.  While she had feared Lucifer when she first met him, she was strangely attracted to him.
 
   She kept going over and over what Hades had said.  It just didn’t make sense to her.  She knew he was lying, of that, she was certain, but she needed to know the truth.  Did Lucifer care for her at all, or was she really just another face in a sea of millions?
 
   She had finally admitted to herself that she missed Lucifer.  There was a part of her that longed for him.  It felt like something was missing inside of her.  She occupied her mind with fantasies of him making love to her, or of her slaughtering the other women who dared to touch him.  The thoughts fluctuated depending on the level of pain she was in.  Even though she had never killed anyone, she knew deep down that, if presented with the opportunity to kill some little twit that went near him, she would happily do it.  She had never been a violent person before, but lately there was a feeling inside of her that was growing and taking on a life of its own.
 
   It was a scorching feeling that was getting closer and closer to the surface.  She thought she was jealous over the Playboy Bunnies, but it was more than that.  It was a sensation that caught her off guard at times.  There was a storm brewing deep inside and all her agony from the realms fed into it, building into something physical.  Ever since Hades had threatened her life, she felt stronger.  She wasn’t willing to take crap from Hades anymore and entertain his desire to kill her.  She felt like she could lash out at Hades if he ever tried to hurt her and inflict pain upon him, if needed.
 
   Michelle had always been a peaceful person.  She had never threatened anyone with actual violence, nor did she ever think of defending herself before, but she knew deep down that if it came to blows with Hades, she would win, or at least knock him out and run like the wind.  As concerned as she was about this new side of her that was developing, she took solace in the knowledge that she would fight for life and do anything to survive.  She was not about to throw her life away, again, though she was still foggy about the first time.  She still wasn’t convinced she had been in complete control.
 
   Hades had offered her a way out, a way to stop the despair and anguish of the realms, a means to escape the betrayal of Lucifer and the longing that she felt.  He had offered her the easy way out, by ending her whole stinking life, yet she had refused him.  She wasn’t exactly sure why she had said no, aside from her sudden dislike of Hades, but something was changing inside of her.  She wasn’t through with her life yet.  She wasn’t ready to throw it all away.
 
   CJ had once told her that she was the toughest person he knew.  She was finally starting to believe it.  She needed to survive this battle.  She had to find out why all of this was happening to her.  She didn’t believe it was all random.  Why would she dream of a place that was real?  Why would Lucifer haunt her and beg her to join him only to turn around and toss her to the curb?  There had to be more.  She needed to find out why Hades was in such a rush to end her life.  For that reason alone, she would opt to stick around for a while longer, if only to punch him.
 
   She was pondering the best way to remove Hades’ head, if the occasion should arise, when a hand pulled her away from a snake that was about to strike her.
 
   


 
  



Chapter 8
 
    
 
   It felt like forever since Lucifer had last made a tour of the realms, or even made it out of his private domain.  Hades had been his sole visitor aside from his servants.  He walked around and oversaw all of his Fallen.  Naturally, there were a number of corrections to be made.  Some of the prisoners were in the wrong realms and a few of his Fallen had gotten out of hand since his “vacation.”  He cracked the whip and quickly got everyone back in line.
 
   He did a walkthrough of the Realm of Nightmares and sent Azazel on his way.  The man had no creativity whatsoever.  He was excellent at following orders, but inventing tortures was not his strong suit.
 
   Lucifer did everything he could to keep his mind busy and off a certain female who was constantly driving him crazy.  He focused on his work, but every woman he saw made him compare her to his mistress.  None of them was as pretty.  None of them had the same color hair or eyes.  He felt nothing for them.  The numbness had returned and he was closer to his usual serial killer persona, but he felt like something was missing.  Something felt off no matter how familiar the task.  He knew the problem was his heart.  It was filled with emotion, causing him to yearn for her, and he couldn’t rid himself of the pain.
 
   “You are looking better, my Lord,” Hades matched his pace and walked with him through the castle.
 
   “Yes.  I’m feeling angry and sadistic.  I would rip the spine out of anyone who challenged me and use it to clean my teeth,” Lucifer glared at Hades, hoping that Hades didn’t see right through him.  He needed everyone to believe that it was business as usual.  Even Hades, who had his own grand delusions of being on top, needed to believe that he was in complete control.
 
   “Wonderful.  Since you are back to your murderous self, the big three are here demanding an audience.  They refuse to leave until you deal with the Mark issue.  Since you’re in a killing mood, now would be the best time.  Heaven forbid you cry in front of them.  You would never hear the end of it.  No matter what, I suggest you keep Michael at bay and do not engage him in a direct fight.  The last time the you two of you fought, we had to rebuild the Throne Room.  I still say you won that fight, even if you did fight dirty.  I saw the elbow he threw.  He wasn’t innocent either,” Hades snickered.
 
   “Very well.  I am ready to face the Council.  If Michael thinks that he can do a better job than me, then he is more than welcome to try.  He is the last angel in Heaven who would willingly fall.  I’ll make sure to shove that in his face,” Lucifer growled.
 
   He needed to get this over with quickly.  He wanted to hold off his fight with the Council, but he knew it was inevitable.  He was feeling shaky, like an addict who needed a fix, but he had to power through it and then toss everyone out on their asses so that he could be with the girl.
 
   “I’ve got your back.  Know that Mark is with them.  He’s recovered, but he’s very twitchy.  Whatever you do, don’t kick the shit out of him again.  Michael won’t hesitate to attack you,” Hades tried his best to make Lucifer understand the importance of leaving Mark out his disagreement with the Council.
 
   Lucifer nodded as they entered the Throne Room.  He took note of the angels standing in front of the dais.  He knew them all very well, though it had been a long time since he’d seen some of them.  He was grateful that Gabriel was not present.  It would have been foolish of him to come, given that he was the reason for this whole mess.
 
   There were other members of the Council but Michael, Raphael, and Adrian were the Heads of the Council and the ones called upon to hold court on matters of importance.  No one questioned their rulings, with the exception of Father.  Lucifer doubted that Father would come to his aid if he fared poorly in the inquisition.
 
   One by one, he stared down his brothers.  Michael, the Angel of Peace, with his sparkling white tunic and Celestial Sword, was Father’s enforcer.  It always amused him that Michael brought about peace through death and violence.  He was grateful that he didn’t drag along his Celestial Warriors for effect.  Even he couldn’t stand against all of them.  He hated Michael because they were too much alike.  Both of them were irrational and stubborn, though Lucifer was certainly more ruthless and prone to psychotic outbursts.  That alone gave him an advantage over the solider and his rules.  Lucifer didn’t have rules aside from survival at any cost.
 
   Adrian, the Angel of Fairness, was a pansy and not worth Lucifer’s time.  Looking at his foppish modern white suit, he desperately tried to forget that they had been very close in Heaven.  It was embarrassing.  Lucifer was neither fair nor kind.  They no longer had anything in common.  At least Adrian would keep Michael in check since it was rare for him to rule in favor of violence and death.
 
   Raphael, the Angel of Justice, stood proudly in the middle of them with his shoulders squared in his formal white suit.  The Angel of Justice was a fickle angel who saw justice in his own way and could certainly cause a problem.  If Raphael called for Lucifer’s head, it might very well come off.  He needed to control the three of them and get them out of his Hell quickly.
 
   Lucifer strode past them and sat upon his throne, mocking all of them.  He ruled Hell, and he needed to remind them of that fact.  Hades took up his throne to Lucifer’s right and both of them stood united against Heaven.
 
   Aganon and Caleb were standing on either side of his throne, and looked imposing with their hands clasped in front of them.  Vincent and Dorian were standing on the floor on either side of the dais, while Hades’ servant Jared stood next to Hades’ throne on his right.  As always, it was about putting on a good show and reminding their guests that they were in the lion’s den.
 
   Lucifer noticed Mark cowering next to Adrian.  He looked despondent and afraid of his own shadow.  Lucifer felt a slight pang of regret about torturing Mark, but he pushed the feeling aside and focused on his own possible torture.
 
   “Greetings, brothers.  What brings you to my abode?” Lucifer tried to look bored and uninterested.  He wanted them to know that their problems meant little to him.
 
   Michael aggressively stepped forward before the others could open their mouths.  “We are charging you with the crimes of assaulting and torturing a Heavenly Angel without just cause.  We are here for your head this time, Lucifer,” Michael put his hand on the golden hilt of his Celestial Sword with the intention of drawing it.  The blue flames remained dormant while holstered, but Lucifer knew if he saw the flames spring to life, he would certainly die.
 
   “Michael enough, I told you we are here to speak to Lucifer, not kill him.  Stand down,” Raphael lightly touched Michael’s arm and motioned for him to step back.  He spoke in a calm and pleasant voice.  It was rare that Raphael lost his temper.  He was typically very even keeled and patient, unless he was pushed too far.
 
   Michael glared at Raphael’s hand, but stepped back.  He didn’t go willingly, but he had little recourse.  If Gabriel was the voice of Father, Raphael was the voice of the Council.  Few spoke out against him.
 
   “Good to see you still outrank him.  Someone needs to keep the murderer in check,” Lucifer sat back and crossed his legs.  He was going to enjoy this.  He had faith in his skills as a liar and a cheat to win this battle.  All he had to do was set Michael off and they would rule it a mistrial.  Simple enough.
 
   “Lucifer, we are not here to play games.  You deliberately attacked Mark without provocation and beat him severely.  That act alone would be punishable by serving time imprisoned in the Hall of Shadows, but you went further and tortured Mark in the Realm of Fire.  You allowed him to be burned alive while you and your Fallen looked on.  That is an act punishable by death.  We have decided to allow you to defend your actions and explain what happened in an attempt to save your own life.  What say you?” Raphael ignored Michael’s silent protest in reference to the “we” decided to allow you to explain your actions.  Michael had been adamant that they strike Lucifer down without an explanation.  He was overruled.
 
   “I kicked the shit out of him and burned him alive.  What more is there to say?” Lucifer was cocky as he spoke.  He knew he was supposed to beg for mercy and fabricate some story about being innocence, but he wasn’t in the mood.  He was confident that he would survive this round if he presented the facts.
 
   Hades nearly fell off his throne when he heard Lucifer’s statement.  Even Lucifer’s servants had trouble keeping the shock off their faces.  Had he truly lost his mind?  Hades braced himself as he prepared to be crowned the new Prince of Darkness, though his stomach churned at the idea.  He might brag that he wanted the position, but nothing could be farther from the truth.  He liked being second-in-command.  He was able to do so much more when he wasn’t fearful he would be held accountable when the Council found out about Hell’s indiscretions.  He liked being the taskmaster and not the one the Council would kill if something went awry.
 
   “Pardon me, did you just admit to the crimes at hand?” Adrian asked, confused.
 
   Raphael and Adrian looked at each other, clearly stunned by Lucifer’s admission of guilt.
 
   “I told you he was insane,” Michael growled and stepped forward again, hand on his sword.
 
   “Yes, I did,” Lucifer slowly smiled.  Seeing the threat of Michael and his sword, made the darkness inside of him rise to the surface and all his merciful thoughts vanished.  He missed this feeling.  He leaned forward and allowed his eyes to reflect the darkness inside of him.  “Michael, put one foot on my dais and I will remove it for you.  Yes, I assaulted Mark.  So what?  Have you bothered to ask him why I assaulted him?  Why he deserved my wrath?  Did he tell you why he was here in the first place?” he needed to remind Michael, who was in charge in Hell, and that he refused to call anyone Lord, aside from Father.
 
   Lucifer turned his full attention to Mark, who refused to raise his eyes up from the floor.  All his guilt evaporated in a second when he thought about what Mark had said, while gasping for air.  “Gabriel” and “girl” were the words that had sealed Mark’s fate.
 
   “He was sent here to deliver a message,” Adrian was visibly rattled as he looked from the frightened angel next to him, to the sneering angel in front of him.
 
   “Tell them the message Mark,” Lucifer was leaning so far out of his throne he was practically standing.  He needed to hear the message again if he was going to prove his case.
 
   Raphael held his hand up.  “I was led to believe he never had the chance to deliver the message.  How do you even know what it was about?” Raphael was suddenly intrigued by the problem at hand.
 
   “Oh, he said enough of it.  Go on Mark; tell them what you said to me,” Lucifer was snarling and barely controlled.  He knew that Hades was desperately trying to get his attention to reign him back in, but he ignored him.
 
   “All I said was, ‘Gabriel,’ and ‘girl’ before he crushed my throat and set me on fire,” Mark’s voice was quiet and shook at little at the end.  He desperately wanted to leave.
 
   Lucifer smiled at his brothers as he sat back into his throne.  “See, he admitted it.  He was here under orders from Gabriel in regard to my mistress.  Mark had no right to deliver Gabriel’s message.  He broke the rules, and I merely punished him for it.”
 
   “Wait, he was here on behalf of Lord Gabriel?  I was lead to believe he was here on official business,” Raphael was surprised by the turn of events.
 
   “No.  It was personal.  I have no interest in anything Gabriel has to say to me about the girl.  The contract was signed, and the agreement is binding.  She belongs to me.  I’m sure he would love to argue that she was taken before the set time and date, but I will remind you that I have been more than patient about the timing of the agreement.  I have allowed Gabriel to prolong the exchange on several occasions.  I was more than gracious to take into consideration his guidance on the matter.  The fact is, I was done waiting.  I was afraid he would yet again move the date and I took what was rightfully mine.  Is it not a rule that Heaven cannot interfere with a contract made between a Fallen and anyone stupid enough to make a deal with them?  The contact was made with the full knowledge and consent of this very council.  You practically threw her down here and now you are going to sanction a direct violation of the rules by allowing Mark to go unpunished for knowingly speaking on behalf of Gabriel regarding my property?  Let’s just call us even since Mark has already suffered for his sins,” Lucifer openly gloated about his victory as he watched the faces of his brothers’ fall into dismay.  It seemed that he would live to see another day.
 
   Raphael and Adrian spoke among themselves while Michael pace and huffed, knowing that he’d lost.
 
   Raphael regained his composure and turned to Mark.  “Why did you come here to speak on behalf of Lord Gabriel?” he spoke quickly, but with compassion.  He gently put his hand on Mark’s shoulder, trying to ascertain Mark’s motivation.
 
   “Lord Gabriel is a dear brother.  I felt that I owed him for all he has done for me.  Lord Lucifer cheated and obtained the girl early.  That fact remains, regardless of what he says.  He made the agreement, yet he did not abide by it.  I was merely going to express Lord Gabriel’s anger and disappointment with all that had transpired.  Lord Gabriel was requesting a meeting with Lord Lucifer to discuss this, though I was never able to verbalize any of that.  I did not break the rules, I was merely helping my fellow brother, and instead, I had my wings burned off my body,” Mark gained strength as he spoke until his outrage was visible.  He glared at Lucifer.  While he may have understood Lucifer’s reasons for hurting him, or at least the ones he admitted to, he did not have to like it.
 
   Lucifer snickered and looked to Hades for support.  “Request denied.  If Gabriel wanted a fair agreement, then he shouldn’t have bargained with me.”
 
   Lucifer’s servants all snickered since they were allowed to show support for Lucifer while entertaining guests.
 
   Hades smirked at Lucifer.  He was spellbound as he watched the Council fall hook, line, and sinker for Lucifer’s bullshit story.  The Lucifer that attacked Mark neither cared about the agreement or the provisions of it while he was throwing his fist into Mark’s gut and stomping on his leg.  The truth of the matter was, Lucifer didn’t have a single rational thought in his head at the time of the attack, yet the brilliant angel was going to walk away from this with his head intact.  He would never again doubt Lucifer’s ability to lie his way out of trouble.
 
   Raphael sighed, disappointed that Lucifer had talked his way out of death, again.  “We have no right to interfere with the terms of their contract.  The fact bargain was made and ultimately honored.  Lord Lucifer is correct.  The agreement was sanctioned.  There is little else to discuss on that front.  Whether or not Mark was guilty of interfering by aiding Lord Gabriel is the question.  I can see both sides of the argument.  I suggest that Lord Lucifer was overzealous in his treatment of Mark, but that Mark had no right to interfere.  I believe Lord Lucifer should be punished for torturing Mark since it was too severe a reaction.  Let him suffer the same fate as Mark, and be cast into the Realm of Fire for an equal amount of time.  Do you find that fair brother?”  Raphael left the final word to Adrian.  If he dared to ask Michael, Michael’s sword would do the answering.
 
   “I agree, though this will serve as a warning to you, Lord Lucifer, do not torture another Heavenly Angel without consent from the Council or we will end you.  Lord Michael, see to it that Lord Lucifer serves out his sentence and then return home,” Adrian waved his hand to Michael, allowing him to take custody of Lucifer.
 
   “I concur.  Be warned, Lord Lucifer, we will not show you mercy again if you break the rules,” Raphael looked sternly at Lucifer.  He bowed and turned to leave.
 
   “So this means that neither Gabriel, nor anyone else, has any recourse in regards to my contract pertaining to the girl?” Lucifer called out to Raphael.
 
   “It was agreed that this was the safest place for her, though I will warn you to take good care of her.  Father would be displeased if any harm came to her.  She will be needed.  May I inquire as to why she is not present?” Raphael asked, though he didn’t seem to care about the answer.
 
   Adrian waited for Lucifer’s answer, interested in his reply.  He had only caught a glimpse of the girl for a second the last time he was in Hell.
 
   “The matter did not concern her and she was not present during the incident.  She would have little to offer on the matter.  Besides, why would she want to be around the very people who allowed her to be cast off into Hell?” Lucifer let his disgust of his brothers be known.
 
   Raphael merely nodded and turned to leave, escorted by Dorian and Vincent.  Mark followed quickly behind.  Adrian seemed displeased with Lucifer’s statement, but held his tongue.
 
   Raphael and Adrian were distant memories as Lucifer stared at Michael.
 
   “I’m going to enjoy this,” Michael slowly walked up the dais, one step at a time, purposely showing Lucifer that his earlier threat was useless.  He stood directly in front of Lucifer’s throne and glared at him.
 
   “You forget that live in the constant heat of Hell, Michael.  How could I rule this domain without being able to withstand the flames?” Lucifer smiled wickedly.  He slowly rose to his feet until he was eye level with Michael.  He intentionally looked Michael up and down, sizing him up.  He would have loved to rip the pretentious ponytail off his head and make him fetch it.  He wanted nothing more than to finish their fight from centuries ago.
 
   Aganon and Caleb stepped closer to the two angels, ready to assist their Master, if needed.
 
   Hades was out of his seat and practically standing between them before either could blink, or raise a fist.  “If we have to do this, then let’s get it over with.  You’re cutting into my tee time.  I’d like to finish the back nine before dinner,” Hades had other things to do, including plot and scheme to get rid of the blasted girl.  He really didn’t have time for an unscheduled construction project.
 
   “After you,” Michael smiled, and held out his hand, showing Lucifer the way.
 
   ∞
 
   Lucifer was on a high as he ran for his mistress.  He had quickly stood in the Realm of Fire for a few minutes, all the while laughing and taunting Michael as he turned to ash.  He even let out his black wings and let them burn to satisfy the Council’s eye for an eye, or rather a wing for a wing, sentence.
 
   Michael was visibly disturbed by Lucifer’s display.  Michael preferred his victims to suffer, yet another thing he and Michael had in common.
 
   Lucifer was unhappy that he had been sentenced at all, but considering that he went from potentially losing his head to the equivalent of a steam bath, at least for him, he considered the day to be a good one.  He was damn near gleeful as he watched Aganon toss Michael out of his domain.  He would seek retribution against Raphael and Adrian later.  Right now, he was merely content with the fact that he’d just made sure no one in Heaven would dare step foot into Hell to take his mistress away from him.
 
   Standing on the staircase that led to his servant’s quarters, he contemplated what he wanted to do with her.  He knew he needed his head examined.  Despite his best effort, which wasn’t all that great, he gave in and took the stairs two at a time.  He needed to make sure Dorian and Vincent didn’t see him.  It would be embarrassing to have to summon one of his own servants personally.
 
   Michelle was pacing, trying to figure out why Caleb had resurfaced and brought her back to her room.  Though he was able to speak, he said nothing as he dragged her along.  She yelled at him to say something, anything, but he refused.
 
   She had debated if she should lie down and rest on the bed for the first time since dying, but she was too wound up to sleep.  Prisoners didn’t need sleep, food, or bathroom breaks, and apparently neither did servants, even though she felt drained.  She kicked her bed a few times in frustration when she heard the door open.
 
   She was about to tackle Caleb and force him to speak when she saw Lucifer standing in her room.  She froze.
 
   “Hello,” Lucifer said breathlessly.  She was as beautiful as he remembered.  She was still wearing the dress, which he was a little surprised by.  He thought she would have rebelled against it and worn a sheet rather than wear something he demanded she wear.  He recalled Hades saying that she was angry with him.  She looked furious when he walked in and now shocked.  He assumed she was afraid of him.  He needed to remedy the situation quickly.
 
   “Hi,” Michelle said more as a question, but didn’t move closer to him.
 
   He wanted to take her into his arms, but didn’t want to startle her.
 
   “That dress certainly suits you,” Lucifer had never given a woman a complement before, but he figured he would start with the obvious.  He was having trouble keeping his thoughts straight looking at her in the seductively skintight dress.  Her gorgeous flesh was on display for him and he imagined licking all of it.  His eyes were drawn to her slender waist and he instantly entranced by her hips.
 
   “Hmm,” she replied, distantly.  She was still pissed that he hadn’t supplied her with panties for her whore outfit.
 
   “I haven’t summoned you because I’ve been occupied.  Perhaps you will take a walk with me,” Lucifer knew Hades had spread a rumor that he was in New York and didn’t want to correct the lie.  He didn’t need her knowing that he was in ruins because of her.  He wanted to be out in public with her so there would be less chance of kissing her and falling back into despair.
 
   “Okay,” she seemed to be working with one-word answers.  She must truly be mad at him.
 
   Lucifer motioned to the door and waited for her to follow him.  Hades said she had been exploring the castle and the realms trying to get a feel for the place.  She had spoken to the other Fallen and watched them perform their daily tasks.  He had hoped it was because she wanted to learn more about Hell so that she could better serve him, but he assumed it was because she was bored.  He decided to take her to the realms and explain the day-to-day goings on.  He wanted her to stay here forever, so she might as well understand the how Hell worked.  He realized that he wanted to get to know her better.  Perhaps he wouldn’t even like her, but he knew differently.
 
   They walked through the castle and out the front entrance.  Michelle was surprised that they didn’t take the shortcut through the tower, but didn’t bother to question Lucifer.  She had nothing better to do, so she followed him in silence.
 
   Lucifer stopped and looked out over his domain with pride.
 
   “I know you’ve seen most of the realms and have been acquainted with the Fallen who oversee the prisoners.  I wanted to explain the purpose of each realm,” Lucifer walked toward the Realm of Thrashing Vines, which was the closest.
 
   “I already know the purpose of each realm,” she replied tersely.  She refused to look at him and instead focused on something in the distance.
 
   “Really?” Lucifer was surprised by her statement.
 
   “Yes,” she said, still refusing to look at him.
 
   “Interesting.  I had no idea,” Lucifer replied as he led her along the pathways.  The Fallen moved aside for them, bowing as they passed.  They seemed extra eager to please him.
 
   “That area over there is the Hall of Winds.  It’s where the new souls arrive to be sorted, reviewed, and placed in the appropriate realms.  Sebastian is the Overseer of the hall.  The souls who are ready to be reincarnated return to the Mortal Realm through the portal at the far end so that they can start their new lives.  We also receive visitors from Heaven through there.  Some have permission to enter directly into the Throne Room, though most of them must be escorted from here,” Lucifer led her into the long dark hall.
 
   “I know,” she replied.  She barely looked around.
 
   “Well, you have been busy.  And do you know about the Caves of Darkness?” Lucifer turned to look at her more closely.
 
   “Yes.  It’s where the evil creatures that feed on souls live.  They make sure that no one gets in or out of Hell,” she sighed.
 
   Lucifer suddenly felt terrible.  She looked so sad and he knew he was the reason why.  He had left her alone too long.
 
   “I see.  It seems you know your way around, so let us retire,” Lucifer shrugged.  So much for showing off his world to her.  He didn’t even get to brag about his VIP Section.
 
   She appeared indifferent to his statement, so he led her back to the castle in silence.
 
   They returned to her room and he sat on the bed to put her at ease.
 
   “I’m sure you have questions for me,” he knew it was truth or dare time.  He tried to stall as much as he could, but he couldn’t bear to see her so upset.  They needed to talk things through if he was going to try to make her happy.
 
   Happy?  It was a foreign concept to him.  He hadn’t been truly happy since he lived in Heaven.  He wasn’t sure how to make someone else happy.  He was at a loss.
 
   Michelle remained standing and was distant as she launched into her interrogation.  “Why did you call to me in my head?  Why did you want to bring me here?  It certainly wasn’t to give me the grand tour.  In the beginning, I could only hear you in my dreams, but in the end, I heard you while I was awake.  You gave me a mind-splitting headache.  That’s what did me in.  I want to know why,” she shouted.
 
   She couldn’t take it anymore.  She was tired of him humiliating her.  His comment about her slave girl outfit suiting her burned her ass.  Apparently, she was nothing more than his mistress.  Then he made a point of telling her the purpose of each realm, as if she didn’t know.  He taunted her by showing her the exit though the Hall of Winds, even though she was never allowed to go home again, and she certainly didn’t need to play another round of, do you want to end it all in the Caves of Darkness.  Lastly, he dragged her back to the whorehouse, if that symbol on her door really did mean that she was part of his harem.  And really, he’d been busy?  He’d been so busy having sex with everyone, except for her that he couldn’t be bothered to see her.  She’d had it.  Sexy or not, she was pissed at him.
 
   “Headache?  I didn’t cause a headache, at least I shouldn’t have.  Actually, I spoke to you constantly.  I take it that you were only able to hear me while you were asleep, when your mind was open to me.  All my hard work and you only heard a small part of what I said.  I started speaking to you a very long time ago.  In the end, I tracked you down through one of my servants.  I am happy that you are finally here,” Lucifer smiled at her.  He wanted her to know that he was pleased she was with him.  Unfortunately, she still didn’t look very happy.
 
   She had been happy to see him, excited even.  Now she wanted to slap him.  She liked this new, darker side of her personality.  She was suddenly eager to embrace it.
 
   “Happy?  I’m really glad you’re happy.  What I want to know is why me?”  She was furious and shaking.  She could barely keep her hand from forming a fist to punch him.  And damn it, why did he have to look so scrumptious sitting on the bed?
 
   He was lounging on the bed all the while looking like a clothing model.  All he needed was the pout and she might cave.  His hair was back to chestnut and his eyes were dark brown, but not black.  He somehow looked less scary than the first time they’d met.  He seemed unsure of himself.  She didn’t know if she should believe his body language that implied he was nervous or his words that said he was an ass.
 
   “You are very special to me.  I would do anything to protect you.  I love you,” there he’d said it, finally.  He hoped it would evaporate her anger, but he found that it made him feel better.  He was relieved.  Now he could find out how she really felt about him.  Not that it mattered; he would never give her up.  If she hated him, then he would just keep trying to make her love him in return.  Being around her lightened his burdens immensely and kept the darkness at bay, he refused to let her go.
 
   She couldn’t understand the sway he had over her, but she couldn’t deny it.  He was supposed to be the ultimate evil, but here he was sitting on her bed, professing his love to her, even though he clearly didn’t understand the definition of the word.  Unlike Hades, it didn’t feel like Lucifer was lying to her.  She didn’t trust him, since he was supposed to be the king of liars, but he didn’t act like he was conning.  He had contradicted everything he had said to her upon first meeting her.  She was to be his servant, yet he had requested nothing of her, aside from sex, which had turned into an intimate moment.
 
   The reason for her punishment in the realms was still unclear, but she wasn’t convinced now that Lucifer had issued the order.  Maybe it truly was the punishment for all the suiciders.
 
   “You have an interesting way of showing your love,” she growled, unable to contain her anger.
 
   “I know I’m not an easy person to deal with.  I was once worthy of love, but now I am the product of the evil that permeates the wicked souls around me.  The darkness has taken over and I cannot fight it without Father’s love and light.  I pray that you find the strength to stay with me and learn to love me.  I will understand if you can’t, but I swear I will never give you up,” Lucifer stood up and walked over to her.
 
   She recoiled in fear, but he persisted.  He couldn’t take her anger anymore.  He leaned in and kissed her.
 
   All of her anger dissipated the second Lucifer’s lips touched hers.  He was warm and tasted amazing.  Her thoughts scattered as she leaned into him.  Maybe he was just really bad at relationships, or at least she hoped that was the case.  He seemed sincere when he said that he wanted her to love him.  He sounded more sincere than Hades when he said that Lucifer would cast her off when he was done with her.
 
   She was confused until he ran his hand ran along her rib cage and took possession of her breast.  Her body responded to his touch and she needed him in that moment.  Even if he left her in a heap on the floor, at least she would experience something good for once.  This was so much better than the torture, though it was a torture unto itself.  She accepted his touch and pushed away the pain of the realms.
 
   He ran his tongue along her lips and push into her mouth.  He rubbed his tongue against hers and moaned.
 
   She sighed and forgot how to breathe.  She felt bolder this time and remembered her fantasies of him.  She put her hands in his hair and ran them through his thick waves.  He pulled her dress to the side and his hand collided with her flesh.  Sparks ignited throughout her body and she leaned into his touch.  His other hand was busy grabbing her backside and pulling her closer to him, molding her to his rigid body.
 
   He broke away from the kiss and looked into her face.
 
   “I have to taste you,” he was gasping for air.  She wasn’t sure what he meant by that, but she really hoped he wasn’t about to bite her.  It was a serious possibility that the devil was into kinky sex.
 
   She was relieved when he lifted her up with one arm and laid her down on the bed.  He pulled aside the top of her dress to reveal her other sensitive breast.  She was embarrassed and shy for only a second until she saw the look of rapture on his face.  She felt exposed, but desire quickly spread through her and she relaxed, allowing herself to feel sexy under his burning gaze.
 
   He growled as he stared at her enticing flesh.  Her hard, peaked nipples fascinated him.  He had to see them in full color.  Running his finger down her body, he allowed his power to flow across her.  Her gray corpse colored skin lightened until it resembled white porcelain.  His thumb brushed over her lips and they warmed from the blue-gray color of death with ruby-red.  He quickly kissed her and crawled down her body.  He licked at her full, plump breast, undone by their rosy pink color.  He relished the silky feeling of her skin.  He made his way around her stiff nipple with his tongue before capturing it in his mouth and sucking gently on it.  He laughed as she nearly jumped off the bed when he pulled and teased her responsive peaks.
 
   She squirmed when he swirled his tongue and licked at her breast, causing warm moisture to escape from her core.  She was desperate for him and decided not to let him leave until she was fulfilled.  Devil be damned, she was going to get what she wanted this time.  Thankfully, he appeared to be in agreement.  He released her breast and gave her a mind-boggling smile.  He slid down her body and ran one hand up her thigh.  Her back stiffened and she grabbed at the sheets.  Yes, that’s what she needed.  She needed his hands on her body.  He was quickly becoming an addiction.
 
   Lucifer smiled when he got the reaction he was looking for.  She was no longer afraid or angry with him.  She was enjoying this as much as he was.  He knew he had left her unsatisfied and actually felt shame.  He had never cared about his partner's needs before, but that was about to change.
 
   He ran his hands along her outer thigh and pushed her dress up above her hips.  She was a sight to behold.  He had dreamed of this moment.  She was here and she belonged to him.  He licked her thigh until he reached the nook of her leg.  He spread her legs apart and positioned himself between them.  She was panting and clawing at his shoulder.
 
   Lucifer paused for a moment as he thought about the fact that she might be a virgin.
 
   She’d better be a virgin, he sneered to himself.
 
   He didn’t want to startle her or make her think he was attacking her, though he very much wanted to dive in.  He forced himself to take it slow, at least at first.
 
   The tip of his tongue tentatively made contact with her opening.  He found that it was impossibly soft, and tasted sweeter than anything he’d ever experienced.  Suddenly he felt like the virgin.  No one had ever meant this much to him.  He was afraid that he wouldn’t please her.  All the other women had been enthralled by him and excited to be taken by the devil.  He couldn’t seem to enthrall her, so he had to rely on technique.  He suddenly questioned his abilities.
 
   He moved his tongue slowly against her warm skin.  She was already wet for him and it drove him mad.  He wanted to thrust his tongue inside of her, but he needed to build up to that.  Her moaning and squirming made him impossibly hard.  He rocked himself against the bed to relieve some of the pressure.  She had tried to lock her legs around his head, but he held her thighs apart so that she was completely open to him.  He wanted her to know that he was in control and he was going to damn well please her.  Heaven above, what was this woman doing to him?  When had he ever cared about someone else’s feelings, other than pain?  He was lost to her.  He knew that now.
 
   He stroked and suckled her flesh as she made adorable incoherent noises and panted.  She sounded enthralled and sexy.  He strained against his pants knowing he had to stay focused on her.  She was frustrated and desperate, exactly how he wanted her.  He slowly slid a finger inside of her, but didn’t push any further.  She jerked and screamed, but still held her control.  She wasn’t mindless enough for him yet.  He pushed his finger deeper and held his breath until he found what he was hoping for.  Yes, she was a virgin.  Good, now he wouldn’t have to commit murder.
 
   Wait, he liked to commit murder.  He would contemplate that later, right now he was enjoying the softness of her skin as he worked his way up to her sensitive spot with his tongue.  He circled her enticing nub with his tongue and slid his finger in and out of her wetness until he found a rhythm that worked.  She rolled her hips to meet his thrusts.  She had given up her hold on his shirt and was clutching at the sheets again.
 
   Lucifer thrust his finger in and out while rubbing against the deepest part of her.  He enjoyed licking her and swirling his tongue through her folds.  When he thought she was ready, he added a second finger and pushed his way inside.  She was so tight and warm he had trouble focusing.  He imagined what it would feel like to push his hard length into her body.  He began to shake and sweat while his erection pulsed and ached.  He needed to stay in control, but it was becoming increasingly difficult.  He allowed her to ride his fingers as a thousand images burst through his mind.  He needed her in every way possible.  He curled his fingers inside of her, tormenting her, making her writhe and buck.
 
   He rubbed and licked his way back up to her apex, nestled beneath her dark curls and took her nub into his mouth.  He suckled her until her body tightened around his fingers and shook.  She was screaming out in enjoyment until finally, her body grasped his fingers and she took her release.  The bed quaked as she uncontrollably writhed and clawed at the bed.  Her head flew back and forth, as she yelled out his name.  She was actually yelling his name.  Pride surged through him for the first time.  He had done this.
 
   She slowly calmed and panted until she could breathe again.  He removed himself from her body and lay down next to her.  Her hair was wild and tangled.  Her eyes were half-closed and sexy.  She looked completely sated.  He was fascinated by her full parted red lips.  He wished her lips had been red when she had her mouth on him.  She was exquisite.  Most of all, she looked happy.
 
   “I left in a hurry last time.  I shouldn’t have done that.  I was surprised by my reaction to you.  I’m sorry,” he pulled at her hair until it was fanned out around her like a dark halo.  Hades was right; he was turning into a sap.
 
   “That wasn’t nice,” she sighed and pouted slightly.
 
   “I don’t know where to begin with you.  I never seem to know the right thing to say,” Lucifer was honest with her.  He didn’t know why it felt like the right thing to do, but she couldn’t hate him more than she already did.  What did he have to lose?
 
   Michelle was happy for the first time since she’d died.  She was reveling in the pleasure he had given her and was no longer upset that she didn’t have panties.  His touch was consuming.  Every part of her came to life.  It was nothing like she’d imagined.  Her fantasies were silly compared to the reality of Lucifer.  His hands on her thighs caused her to lose her mind, until he put his tongue on her.  There was no more Hell, or Hades, or Caves of Darkness, there was only Lucifer and the explosion of sensation that he gave her.  She had learned the meaning of craving.  She finally understood true desire.  She had never begged for something as hard as she did when he teased her.  It was all she could do to remind herself how to breathe.  His hands were warm and commanding, yet gentle, contrary to what she had expected.  The way he moved his tongue and fingers was fascinating and gave her chills while igniting her at the same time.
 
   She hadn’t known what to expect when it came to an orgasm.  She had pleasured herself a few times, out of curiosity, but was convinced she was missing some key information.  What she felt with Lucifer destroyed all her other experiences.  The pleasure kept building and mounting until every cell in her body lost control and she thought she would black out.  She wasn’t sure that she hadn’t.  Sadly, she had a feeling that CJ could never come close to what she had just experienced.  It made her a little sad to think about it like that, but he was lost to her forever.  This was her life now.  Hopefully, Lucifer would forget about the other women he had in his bed and keep her, as long as he stopped throwing her into the realms.  Perhaps she could persuade him to do both.
 
   She shyly smiled while pulling her dress back over her breasts and lowering it over her hips.
 
   He smirked at her, but didn’t say anything.  He was afraid if he insisted she remain naked, she would close herself off to him.  He hated to see her clothed, but was excited by the thought of slowly ripping the dress from her body.
 
   She looked at Lucifer and noticed that his eyes and hair were lighter again, but not as light as when they were first together.  He was beautiful.  She had never seen anyone like him.  He was strong and powerful.  She could easily see him as a tyrant, but around her he seemed at ease and almost, content.  She found that she enjoyed being around him.  He was certainly better than Hades.
 
   “You said that you don’t know where to begin with me.  Why don’t you tell me about yourself?  I know nothing about you.  I know about this place, but not you,” she remembered a quote from Lincoln, “The best way to destroy an enemy is to make him a friend.”  She wondered if she could be friends with the devil.
 
   


 
  



Chapter 9
 
    
 
   Lucifer faltered for a second, then sat up, and moved to the edge of the bed.  This was the moment he had dreaded.  He didn’t want to tell her about himself.  He was enjoying the look of contentment on her face and wasn’t ready to ruin it yet.  She was looking at him with desire and trust.  He knew if he told her his story, that look would turn to disgust and fear.  He wanted one more moment of what felt like happiness.  He collected his thoughts on how best to begin.
 
   He took a deep breath and started from the beginning.  “I used to live in Heaven with Father, and my brothers and sisters.  It was perfect and beautiful.  We didn’t know pain or discomfort.  If we argued, it was over petty, childish things.  Looking back, we really didn’t have much to argue about.  We respected each other and took care of one another.  All of the angels served a purpose.  I was the Bringer of the Dawn.  I woke everyone from their rest and helped them start their day in a peaceful and productive way.  Father had shared His knowledge with us and we all basked in His love.  We did His will and we had no reason to question Him.  My life was good and I was happy.  I know now that I took it for granted,” Lucifer smiled when he thought about home.  He normally tried not to think about it since it brought him pain and misery, but with this wonderful girl by his side, he could think back on his old life and remember it fondly for the first time in eons.  Every second around her made him love her more.
 
   As he spoke, she closed her eyes and tried to envision Heaven.  He spoke about a place where the sun lit every corner and filled it with warmth.  White marble structures rose out of white clouds and angels walked around in pristine white clothing, their wings in full view.  They spoke peaceably to one another and laughed about innocent things.  They strolled through green meadows and fields of endless flowers.  There was a feeling of happiness that permeated the air.  It was a place where you felt safe and welcomed.
 
   “It sounds nice.  I understand why you miss it.  Will I ever get to go there?” Michelle asked.  She would do anything to get out of Hell.
 
   Lucifer stiffened.  He never wanted her to leave, let alone go to Heaven.  She was going to stay with him for eternity and be his own personal Heaven.  There was no debate or question about it.
 
   “I’m afraid not, my dear,” he spoke solemnly as he turned over her wrists.
 
   “Oh,” Michelle got the message.  Kill yourself and you’re banned from Heaven.
 
   “Yes, well, I can’t go there either, unless summoned,” he looked at her sympathetically.
 
   He knew he should let her go, it would be the right thing to do, but he would never do it.  
 
   “You see, everything was perfect, and then Father created other creatures to satisfy His curiosity about life and love.  He made fantastical beasts and beings that defied logic called the Veteres, or the Old Ones.  He created worlds for them from His vast imagination.  Unfortunately, many of the Veteres didn’t survive.  The creatures had no souls and turned on one another and us.  They ultimately had to be eliminated or imprisoned.
 
   “Father understood His mistake and He created mortals, complete with souls, and gave them free will so that they were different from angels and the other unique beings.  The mortals survived and flourished.  He loved them and was proud of them.  Then free will turned some of the mortals against Him.  They chose not to believe in Him and love Him.  They knew nothing of fear or consequence.  Father had to change their world so they didn’t end up like the Veteres.  He didn’t want to have to destroy them, so He created a system of punishment and reward.  That’s when Hell was created.  If the mortals loved Father and lived good lives, He would allow them to join with Him in Heaven upon their deaths, until they were ready to return to the world and live again.  If they hated Father and led lives of evil, they would be punished in Hell for their deeds, until they learned from their mistakes and were ready to return to the world to have another chance to obtain their Heavenly reward.
 
   “Some angels argued that Hell was too severe a punishment for the mortals who were indifferent, who neither sought to please Father and live by His rules, nor lead a life of evil.  It was suggested that a Middle Realm be created.  Those who ended up in Purgatory were neither rewarded, nor punished, but simply existed knowing they weren’t good enough to walk through the Gates of Heaven.  They were encouraged to live better lives so they could one day be with Father,” Lucifer explained.
 
   She had no idea there were creatures called Veteres that once roamed the world.  She was also surprised about Purgatory.  She had a feeling that if she hadn’t killed herself, she probably would have ended up there.  Looking back on her life, she didn’t think she had done that many good things, at least good enough to go to Heaven.
 
   “Why were you kicked out of Heaven?” Michelle asked, wondering what terrible thing had landed him in this vile nightmare.
 
   Lucifer blinked a few times and looked at her.  “Kicked out?  I certainly wasn’t kicked out.  Despite what the mortals believe, we are doing what Father wants.  He commanded the angels to punish the wicked mortals so that they may learn from their mistakes.  We reprimand them for their crimes and put fear in their hearts so they turn away from evil and repent.  Father wants them to understand that there are consequences for turning away from Him.  The truth is we are the bad guys, but we were never thrown out of Heaven and there was no Holy War.  We volunteered for this honor.  Only those who truly loved Father were willing to make the sacrifice required to reign over Hell.  We left our home and all its comforts to come to this wasteland because we loved Father enough to do it.  Oh, don’t you let those pretentious, gutless brothers of mine, who were too weak to answer the call, tell you they are better than we are.  We suffer so that we can do Father’s will.  We go without, for Him.  We are surrounded by the evils of men and are forced to endure it so that Father’s will is fulfilled,” Lucifer shouted as he jumped off the bed and paced around the room.
 
   “I didn’t mean to offend you.  I’m sorry,” Michelle knew she had hit a nerve.  He was agitated and she was trying to understand why.  If he had volunteered to be in Hell, then it must hurt him to know that mortals believe he was tossed out like garbage.  If she had made a huge sacrifice to do something important, she wouldn’t want people believing that she had been forced to do it.
 
   “I’m sorry you have to see my anger.  It’s just that my brothers, the ones who were too scared to leave Father’s side, are the ones who mock us for what we have become.  They hate us, when they should hate themselves.  I was the first to step forward and answer Father’s call.  He told us that it would be a difficult job and only those who held love in their hearts for Him would be able to withstand the loss of Him.  We would have to remember our love because we would no longer be able to feel it.  We would become cold without His light surrounding us.  We would become cruel because of the wickedness battering our senses from all sides.
 
   “We had to turn into monsters to understand the cruelties of the mortals to inflict damage upon them.  You have seen the realms.  We, the Fallen, had to create them.  We studied the evil actions of men and designed the tortures to fit their crimes.  They had done things we could never imagine.  We never killed one another.  We never truly harmed each other.  Lies were forbidden to us.  Sure, there were angels who were less than noble, but the angels that would be considered Rogues didn’t exist until after the mortals were created.  Only after the evil in the hearts of mortals had started to taint some of the angels, did they turn against Father.
 
   “The story you’re talking about, whereby I was supposedly kicked out of Heaven, were really accounts of angels that had learned jealousy from the mortals.  They became resentful that they were not Father’s favorites anymore.  They questioned why Father would design a being that had a choice about whether or not they should love Him.  Those angels turned against Father and became Rogues.  For the first time, we had to kill our brothers and sisters.  Rogue Angels are dangerous because they plot against Father and the rest of us, Heavenly or Fallen.  We have to hunt them and imprison them here.  Then there are angels who have lost faith in Father and want to leave his domain.  They are allowed to leave Heaven or Hell, but they are classified as a Forgotten Angel.  They are not allowed to return to Heaven and the other angels are supposed to turn their backs on them.  Of course, emotions often get in the way and Heavenly Angels will sneak off to visit their Forgotten brothers and sisters.  Unfortunately, my family has splintered apart because of free will.  It has changed us forever,” Lucifer sighed and sat back down on the bed.
 
   “No wonder you hate us,” she murmured.  She wanted to reach out and comfort him, but she was unsure of his reaction.  She didn’t think the devil embraced people for comfort.
 
   “I don’t hate mortals.  I admit there have been times when I wanted to destroy them so that I could get back home, but I don’t hate them.  My grudge is not against them.  I do wish they would stop being evil, but I love them because Father loves them.  I do Father’s will and I do not question Him.  Sometimes when the darkness overtakes me, it becomes too much of a burden for me to bear, and I act out.  I am ashamed of my actions, I am, but sometimes the madness wears me down and I forget who I am.  I serve a purpose here, though not everyone agrees with it, but I do not question what Father expects of me.  I punish because He wishes it.  I stay here, surrounded by anger, agony, vengeance, fear, deception, distrust, insanity, and death because that it what I am told to do,” Lucifer had tears in his eyes as he thought about all the that he had endured while residing in Hell, trying to please Father.
 
   “I had no idea.  I’ve seen all that this wasteland, as you call it, has to offer and I understand that it couldn’t have been easy for you to deal with.  I’ve seen the Fallen and how cruel they have to be to carry out the punishments.  I’ve seen the horrible crimes the souls have committed to deserve their punishments and trust me; sometimes it doesn’t seem like enough.  Some of those people are really sick.  Sometimes I don’t think fire is a harsh enough castigation for them,” Michelle thought about a number of the murderers she had seen and what truly despicable crimes they had committed.  They had slaughtered innocent lives and felt no guilt for it.
 
   Lucifer was shocked.  She could see the crimes of men?  What had she meant by that?  Did she remember more than she was letting on, or was she speaking about her life as Michelle?  He didn’t know much about her last life in the Mortal Realm.  “What do you mean?  Have the Fallen who guard the realms told you about the souls and what they have specifically done to deserve their penalty?”
 
   “No.  I can see their crimes in my head.  I know the souls are here,” Michelle shrugged, not knowing how to explain it.
 
   “How is that possible?  When did this first happen?” Lucifer was shocked.  He knew she was powerful, but she shouldn’t be able to do that as a mortal.
 
   “I’ve always been able to do it.  I don’t know why it happens.  When I was alive, I dreamed of Hell almost every night, though now that I’m here, I know that I didn’t see everything.  I never saw you or different parts of the castle.  When I would fall asleep, I would end up here and have to navigate through the realms.  I could see the souls around me and their sins played through my head, showing me their deeds.  I never questioned why they were being punished.  I knew.  I could see their crimes when I was awake too.  Walking through the mall was always uncomfortable since I could feel the sins pouring off the people around me.  I thought I was crazy.  I could see spirits of the dead, which was freaky,” it felt odd saying the words aloud after keeping them a secret for so many years.  Of course, if she couldn’t tell the devil, who could she tell?
 
   “You dreamed of Hell, yet you never saw me?” Lucifer couldn’t breath.  He truthfully knew nothing about this girl.  He wondered what else she could do.  He became nervous and stood closer to the door.
 
   “I never saw you.  I didn’t think you existed.  I wasn’t sure that my dreams were real, until I woke up at your feet.  I have to say I was shocked when I saw you and figured out who you were.  I never expected to end up in Hell.  I was kind of banking on the insanity theory, but apparently, it was more like foreshadowing of my future.  Now that I know that, I’m a little pissed.  I shouldn’t have been able to dream about ponies and rainbows and then end up in Hell,” Michelle was sad to know she would never dream about rainbows again.
 
   “Yet you heard me when I spoke to you?  Who did you think was speaking to you?  Was there anything else unusual about your life?” Lucifer was intentionally vague, hoping he hadn’t stepped into quicksand.
 
   “I didn’t know who was talking to me.  I tried to ignore it since I would have been locked away for hearing a disembodied voice.  You were like a soundtrack playing over the scenery.  Typically, I heard you while asleep.  Aside from the nightmares, the sin reading, and the spirits, my life was pretty normal.  Well, except that I never felt like I fit in.  Most people ignored me, including my parents.  I felt invisible,” she looked away from Lucifer, knowing she was weird.  Tears pooled in her eyes.  She would do anything to have her crappy life back.
 
   “Can you read my sins?” Lucifer held his breath.  If she could see all the crimes of his past, she would never be able to accept him.
 
   Michelle shook her head.  “No.  I can’t read angels the same way.  I mean, I get feelings sometimes, but it’s hard to do.  I can sometimes tell when an angel is lying, but I can’t tell why.  It’s a tingle or a gut feeling when something is off about what they are saying.”
 
   Lucifer saw the tears in her eyes and relaxed.  While she had some interesting gifts, there was nothing to be concerned about, aside from the sin reading.  That could definitely land his ass in trouble.
 
   He felt bad that he had made a big deal about it and made her cry.  He laughed at himself for falling apart over a girl’s tears.  He would normally relish them and rejoice in them, knowing he had struck a nerve.  Instead, he wanted to hug her and take away her sadness.  He was certainly turning into a ninny.
 
   “I’m sorry you had to go through life believing you were insane, while those around you ignored you.  It must have been painful for you.  You seem so innocent and young,” he said as he debated if he should hug her or not.
 
   “I dealt with it as best I could.  I never told anyone, well one person, a friend, but no one else.  I didn’t want them to think I was crazy,” she shrugged.
 
   It was silly, but she was still afraid that people would judge her.  She had a two-faced angel on her backside wanting her to play truth or annihilation, a devil that was seducing her, while having her thrown into a fire pit, and here she was, worried about what they would think of her.  She needed to grow up.
 
   “Well, you know you’re not crazy.  You said that you didn’t see all of Hell in your dreams.  I want to show you my world.  Not the places you have seen, but the parts you haven’t.  I have to confess that when I’m around you, I’m different.  I’m not cold anymore.  You remind me of how I used to be.  I like being near you.  It clears my head.  I want you to understand me better and to do that I need to show you everything.  This is your home now.  I want you to feel like it’s your home,” Lucifer smiled and held out his hand to her.
 
   Michelle was suddenly angry again.  Home didn’t gnaw on your bones or make you cry until you had no tears left.  She would be damned if she ever thought of this place as home.  Lucifer had some screws missing if he thought they would sew Home Sweet Hell pillows together.  She turned her head from him and tried to control her rage.  She didn’t need Lucifer snapping and turning evil again.  She would try to keep him happy, yet she would never give him her heart.  Her body was debatable, especially given the alternative of the realms, but never her heart.  CJ and her real home held her heart.
 
   She followed him, but didn’t hold his hand.  Lucifer sighed and lowered his arm.  He looked disappointed, but didn’t say anything.  He waved his hand and opened her door, keeping it open so she could follow him.  She followed him up the stairs to the Throne Room.
 
   Lucifer stopped in front of the dais and waited for her.  He waved his hand and motioned to the thrones.
 
   “You have seen these thrones before, yet you do not know why there are three.  Correct?” Lucifer was desperately trying to hold himself together inside.  He was both angry and sad by her slight of not taking his hand, but he reminded himself that this was all very difficult for her.  She had obviously had an unusual life as a mortal and now she had to deal with his mood swings.  He was happy she had followed him and was determined to win her over.
 
   “Correct.  I know the Skull Throne is yours and I’m assuming Hades is supposed to have one, but I don’t know which one.  He seems to favor yours,” Michelle said as she looked that the other two thrones.
 
   “You’ve seen Hades in my throne?  When?” Lucifer’s mood quickly darkened.  No one should be sitting in his throne, least of all Hades.  He had lost that honor.  He would have a few words with his second-in-command if it were true.
 
   “He brought me here and sat down in it.  He looked rather comfy.  Honestly, I was a little pissed that he was in it,” she remembered how upset she was when Hades had parked his backside in the chair.
 
   Lucifer paused.  She had been upset that someone had occupied his throne?  Perhaps there was hope for them.  “Why were you upset?” his anger deflated as he anxiously waited for her explanation.
 
   “It was like he was trying to be you, or usurp your title or something.  I can’t explain it, I was just annoyed,” Michelle was embarrassed when she noticed that Lucifer had turned his full attention on her.
 
   “Yes.  I find it annoying too,” he found himself chuckling at her statement.  He wished he had seen her reaction to Hades’ indiscretion.  He wanted to see her feisty and angry with Hades.  Perhaps he just wanted her anger focused on someone else, but he liked the idea of her truly mad.  She would look stunning.
 
   Lucifer recovered himself and pointed to the throne on the left.  “That one belongs to Hades, though he only sits there when we are entertaining our brothers from above.  We like to have a unified front when they are around.  They tend to stick their noses where they don’t belong.  While I rule here and make the decisions, Hades carries out the orders and handles the day-to-day business.  He is like a general, though we share power.  It’s better to have a balance for when one of us is having a ‘let’s kill everyone’ day,” Lucifer chuckled.
 
   She wasn’t sure he should be laughing about wanting to kill everyone, but she let it go.
 
   “Is Hades’ throne made from a shield?” she asked, as she looked closer at the seat back.
 
   Lucifer nodded his head.  “Yes.  It’s an inside joke.  Hades is the Former Angel of Endurance.  I once told him that his skin must have been made of armor to survive as long as he has.  He’s not one to make a lot of friends.  The shield is a spoil of war.  He incorporated it into his throne.  When he’s in a good mood, you can ask him about it.”
 
   “I think I’ll pass,” she didn’t think Hades would ever be in a good mood, unless she was dead.
 
   “There should be a third person in power, as you can see, but the throne remains dormant now,” Lucifer’s anger grew again when he thought about why the throne was empty.
 
   “Who used to sit there?” Michelle took a step back when she saw his ire rise.  Lucifer’s emotions were like a yo-yo.  It was no wonder why people feared him.  He could explode at any second with little warning.
 
   “Tabbris, the Former Angel of Pragmatism, volunteered alongside Hades and me.  The others followed suit.  Unfortunately, he couldn’t hack it.  The coward couldn’t understand the methods needed to accomplish our task.  He didn’t understand our vision and thought we were crazy.  He couldn’t fathom the cruelty needed to punish, nor did he believe that the mortals could learn from their mistakes.  He was ineffectual.  He threw us out of balance and constantly warred with Hades and me.  I think he volunteered just to be an ass kisser, but realized his mistake as soon as he got the job.  It was more than he bargained for.  Finally, he went to Father and begged to return home.  He is now the Angel of Faith, but that’s bullshit since he didn’t have enough faith in what we were doing.  He failed.  Father let the worthless snake back in and gave him a position with the Celestial Warriors.  He now leads them under Michael.  Father should have made him the Angel of Weeping Cowards and been done with him,” Lucifer was offended by Tabbris’ inability to grasp what they were trying to accomplish in Hell.
 
   “From what you told me, I think God would have forgiven him no matter what.  Besides, not everyone is good at torturing people.  Personally, I don’t think I could do it.  I can’t imagine hurting someone unless they tried to hurt me first,” Michelle tried to put herself in Tabbris’ place.  She knew she would run to whoever was in charge and beg them to release her from the job.
 
   Lucifer chuckled.  She was actually forgiving Tabbris’ actions and underestimating what she was capable of doing.  Guilt overwhelmed him and pushed all his anger aside when he thought about what happened after Tabbris left.  
 
   “You would be surprised what people are capable of.  At any rate, I tried to find his replacement, but that didn’t go very well.  The throne collects dust now and stands as a reminder that it isn’t easy to reign in Hell,” Lucifer tried not to think about Tabbris’ replacements.  He didn’t need to go down that slippery slope.
 
   He turned and led Michelle through the castle and down into the main entrance.
 
   The large vestibule was dark and foreboding.  Aside from the large black marble staircase that led to the upper floors of the castle, there were two doorways in the main entrance.  One doorway was located halfway down the hallway along the staircase, where a guard stood watch.  Its door was made of wood and had no distinguishing marks on it.  The other doorway located at the end of the room was large and intimidating.  Its large black double doors were made of black metal and were covered with images of distorted people screaming and reaching out, trying to escape.  It had a heavy metal bar barricading it.  It was guarded by two angels.
 
   Lucifer pointed to the door by the stairs.  “That is the Records Room.  It’s guarded by Halden and inside are all the scrolls of the prisoners.  The scrolls contain an entire history for each soul here.  The scrolls keep track of a soul’s crimes and good deeds and if they entered Heaven or Hell after each death,” he turned his head and pointed to the metal doors.  “That is a very different room.”
 
   Michelle acknowledged the Records Room, but couldn’t take her eyes off the other doorway.  The first time she had entered the castle in her dreams, she had put her hand on the metal doors to see where they led to, but she was overwhelmed by pain.  Her whole body shook from fear and she ran out of the castle, never to go near them again.  She knew that true evil lurked behind those doors and never wanted to open them.
 
   Lucifer stood in front of the metal doors.  He was confused by her reaction to the doors.  She looked terrified of them.
 
   “I don’t want to go in there.  I’ve never been in there and I don’t want to,” panic filled her at the thought of walking through those doors.  She didn’t want to know what was behind them.
 
   “Do not be afraid.  I will not allow anything in that room to harm you.  If you are to truly understand me, you must see what goes on inside,” Lucifer held out his hand to her.
 
   She was surprised that he wasn’t commanding her to go in.  When she had first arrived, he had stripped her of her name, and wanted to strip her of her clothes.  He had commanded her as he would a servant, yet now he was asking her to join him.  She could see the difference in him.  He no longer looked like the tyrant sitting on his throne, mocking her.  Instead, he waited patiently for her to decide what she wanted to do.
 
   Nodding her head, she placed her hand in his and stepped forward.  Her skin crawled as she approached the door, but she believed he wouldn’t let anything in the room harm her.
 
   “Dane and Ioden, as well as others, keep watch over this room.  Behind these doors is the Realm of Nightmares, where the worst prisoners in Hell reside.  Once they enter these doors, they never leave.  Nightmare prisoners are condemned to Hell for eternity, never to return to the Mortal Realm.  They have been given every opportunity to live good lives in the Mortal Realm, but each time, they chose evil.  The realms outside of the castle can no longer contain them, so they are sent here.  It’s the last place in the world you want to end up,” Lucifer sighed.
 
   Michelle finally understood why she didn’t like the doors.  Behind them was the greatest concentration of evil Hell had to offer.
 
   Lucifer pulled up the metal bar, and together they pushed through the doors.  They were overwhelmed by the deafening sound of souls crying out.  They descended an endless spiral stone staircase that descended deeper and deeper under the castle.  At first, there wasn’t much to see, until a flickering light below cast shadows along what looked like hand carved cave walls.  A few more flights down and Michelle was able to see the source of the moaning.
 
   Looking out over the edge of the staircase, she saw a giant multilevel labyrinth that had been carved out of the original rock formations below the castle.  Rows and rows of people were screaming inside small catacomb-like holes dug into the walls.  Walking further down the stairs, she could see a series of hallways and staircases that connected the system.  The sheer size and amount of cells was inconceivable.  Someone could easily get lost in the towering three-dimensional maze and never see the surface again.
 
   Once they finally reached the bottom, they entered a narrow, dimly lit tunnel, devoid of prisoners.  Lucifer grabbed one of the torches from the wall and motioned for her to follow.  At the end of the tunnel, she stepped out into a large room filled with cells carved into every available corner.  This section looked more decayed and worn than the upper levels, which suggested it was the original section of the torture chamber.
 
   “Welcome to the Realm of Nightmares, or as I like to refer to it, the VIP Room where the Vicious and Infamous Prisoners are kept,” Lucifer smiled with pride as he looked at her, waiting for her reaction.
 
   


 
  



Chapter 10
 
    
 
   Quickly looking around the terrifying room, she noticed the cells were only large enough to hold one person tightly squeezed inside of it.  Some prisoners were forced to stay balled up, unable to stretch out; others were stretched flat and unable to sit up, while others still were forced to remain standing.  The strangest thing was the lack of bars on the cells.  The souls could step out of the cell with nothing to hold them back, yet they all remained inside of their holes.
 
   Michelle felt dizzy as she looked at the souls.  Unfortunately, she could see every terrible thing the prisoners had done during their lives.  She could see the wars they had started, the murders they’d committed, and the violence they had spread.  It was overwhelming being able to see so much evil.
 
   She could feel the evil seeping into her body.  She became angry for no reason and had a hard time focusing on one person.  The images of their crimes were flashing through her brain at light speed.  She was disoriented and had to grab Lucifer’s shirt to keep from falling into the cell walls.  Lucifer held her arm, but she quickly pulled away.  Her body felt like it was splitting apart.  She doubled over and fell to her knees, gasping for air as a sharp pain grew inside of her.
 
   “Mistress, are you all right?  Just breathe.  I know it’s overwhelming.  The Fallen despise coming here.  The depravity takes a toll on all who enter this domain.  Let go of the anger and hatred you feel.  It isn’t real.  It isn’t yours.  Don’t let it take hold of you.  You can lose your way down here.  Listen to the sound of my voice and come back to me,” Lucifer was pleading with her, afraid she would succumb to the dark thoughts that had invaded her mind.
 
   “No.  It’s not that.  I can see everything they’ve done and it hurts.  It feels like something is trying to tear loose from inside of me.  Between the pain and the images, I can’t get my bearings,” she gritted out.
 
   She clawed at the floor and crumpled on her side.  Deep inside of her, it felt like a storm was raging, trying to break her into pieces to escape.  The storm was threatening to come out while the evil around her barraged her senses.  She witnessed their corruption.  The putrid taste of their lies coated her tongue.  Their cruel words echoed in her ears.  The smell of the blood spilt from their victims permeated her nose.  She felt each of the searing cuts and brutal blows they inflicted upon their enemies.  She was drowning in all the evil surrounding her.  She felt like she was losing her mind.
 
   “Listen to me and ignore the images.  Think of something good in your life, something positive.  It will pass, I promise,” Lucifer was kneeling next to her, purring in her ear.
 
   She vaguely heard his pleas over the voices.  She tried to think about CJ and Uncle Bob, but the evil was stronger.  Guns, knives, swords, and whips flashed through her mind and then choking, stabbing, and beating took over.  The violence in her head was too much.  She grabbed her head and screamed, rocking back and forth, curled up on the ground.  She tried to focus on his voice as he attempted to guide her back to sanity.
 
   He desperately tried to think of helpful things to say to her, encouraging things.  He told her what it was like to be in Heaven, how amazing the sunrise and sunset had looked from upon high.  He explained what it was like to fly and soar thought the sky, the wind rushing through his wings and hair.  The stories tumbled out of him as he thought about all the times he had experienced joy.  He even told her how happy he’d been while intimate with her.
 
   The image of Lucifer naked and in his glory popped into her mind and helped to push aside the other images.  She took a few deep breaths and thought about how he made her feel.  Not only had she felt wanted, but she also felt cared for.  She remembered the look of contentment on his face when they were lying on the bed side by side.  She too had felt content.
 
   The pain eased and the images slowed.  She thought about Lucifer and his soft skin and his hard body and was finally able to open her eyes.
 
   Lucifer took her into his arms and rocked her.  His arms were warm and strong.  Somehow, she felt safer being close to him.
 
   “Better?” he was sweating and shaking.
 
   She nodded her head and he helped her to her feet.  “Why are you sweating?” she asked shakily, wiping his brow.
 
   “I was scared for you.  Not everyone can withstand the suffering here.  I shouldn’t have brought you, but I wanted you to understand what I must endure every day,” he smiled hesitantly at her.  
 
   He was afraid the darkness would overtake her and she would be lost to him.  He prayed that she was powerful enough to endure the worst criminals in Hell.  He admitted to himself that it was a test.  If she couldn’t survive the Realm of Nightmares, she would never be able to survive him or be able to remain by his side.
 
   “I think I’m okay now.  I can handle it.  All the foulness is still around me, but I’m pretty sure I can keep it at bay.  It scares me, but I know they aren’t my feelings and thoughts.  It’s like being surrounded by a thick fog.  I just have to shut it out,” Michelle rubbed her arms, trying to warm and steady herself.
 
   She still saw the images, but she forced herself to focus and control what she saw.  She was able to push everything away and choose one image at a time.  She wasn’t sure how she was able to accomplish all this, but was grateful that she hadn’t lost her mind.  She knew the evil could have easily driven her completely insane, but she managed to draw on an inner strength and remain in control.
 
   Taking a deep breath, she looked around the room for the source of the prisoners’ pain, but she didn’t see or hear anything that would make them cry out.  She and Lucifer were the only non-prisoners in the enormous room.  None of the Fallen were present.  Nothing was on fire.  There were no whips or chains, no animals, no frost, and no water to drown in, only screaming souls in their cells.  Nothing was physically being done to them, and yet they continued to cry.
 
   “No one is hurting them,” she was confused and somewhat grateful she wasn’t being tortured in one of those cells.
 
   “Very observant,” he smiled at her, pleased that she had recovered from the onslaught.  “I am responsible for this realm.  The prisoners outside receive the same punishment as everyone else in the realm.  In here, the punishments are tailor-made based on the prisoner’s crimes.  It takes a strong mind and will to figure out exactly what will break these souls.  They have endured the regular realms, but those punishments weren’t strong enough to keep them from destroying everything they touched, life after life.  I get inside their minds, find their greatest weakness, and inflict perpetual agony, so that they cannot plot and scheme.  It is my job to make sure they understand the damage they did during their mortal lives and show them that Father no longer has faith in them.  I keep them busy so they can no longer cause trouble.  There was a time when they used to sit around and decay, having only their sick minds to occupy them.  Unfortunately, they led breakouts by tricking the Fallen who occasionally enter here,” Lucifer surveyed his domain like the Lord of the Manor.
 
   Michelle knew this was where his talents lay.  His eyes glittered when he looked around the realm.  His shoulders were back and he was filled with pride.  He enjoyed his work.
 
   “It’s all an illusion.  You make them think they are in pain,” Michelle wandered around and examined the souls.  She was curious about how he punished them.
 
   “Yes, but I don’t just make them think they are in pain, I destroy their sense of self.  I turn their minds against them.  They become their own worst enemy,” Lucifer was purring.  This was where he belonged.
 
   Michelle was finally able to sort through some of the images, and understand what she was seeing.  She wasn’t just seeing their past crimes, but also the method of torture.  She could see what Lucifer was doing to them, or what Lucifer made them believe was happening to them.
 
   A man who had stolen from countless people tried to keep his money, while thieves surrounded him on all sides.  He lived in fear of losing everything and never had a moment’s rest.  A murderer was made to feel helpless by being stalked and then felt every agonizing blow as he was killed by his victims.  Other punishments were more severe.  A dictator who had once been rich and powerful was reduced to poverty and starved to death, just as his people had.  He was forced to live under the rules he had decreed.
 
   Michelle quickly understood Lucifer’s evil side.  Being surrounded by these monsters and getting inside their heads would take an enormous toll on anyone, especially without help from God.  Lucifer and the Fallen were on their own in Hell and had no way of escaping the depravity that surrounded them.
 
   “This place is impressive.  It took me a second, but I can see what you’re doing,” she said as she looked at the different sections of prisoners.
 
   “You can see the illusions?  See the torture?” Lucifer was both impressed and nervous.  He had never met an outsider who could see the tortures so quickly.  It usually took time for a Fallen to be able to sort through the memories of the souls.  Azazel was the only one who could do it for short periods of time.  Most of the others weren’t equipped for the complexity of the task.  She surprised him yet again, and it excited him.
 
   “Yes.  However, I think you could do more.  No disrespect, but some of the illusions could go further, really drive the nail deeper,” she wasn’t sure where this need to punish was coming from, but she had little choice but to embrace it.  She had an overwhelming urge to help Lucifer make sure these people truly understood why they were in Hell.
 
   “Really?  How so?” Lucifer was intrigued by the girl.  She could see the sins of man, understand their torture, and wanted to help.  She certainly was suited to him in ways he couldn’t have imagined.
 
   Beautiful and smart, he sighed as he gazed at her.
 
   “Well, the leader over there, he, like so many before him, craves power.  He wants people to worship him and do everything he asks without question.  He has a god complex.  You have him suffering at the hands of his former people.  He’s being stoned and beaten.  It’s a physical torture.  I think he needs something worse.  Make it so that no one will listen to him.  No matter whom he turns to, they will laugh at him and mock him.  He will never convince anyone to follow his plans.  Make him fail in every attempt to garner support.  He needs to believe that he will never have a single person support him.  He will feel worthless.  That will kill his god complex and hurt him more than the beatings,” Michelle could hear the words flowing from her mouth, though she had no idea where they were coming from.  It was as if she knew exactly how to punish the man.  She suddenly wanted retribution for the crimes he had committed.
 
   “I like it,” Lucifer was in awe.  He was turned on by this side of her.  She sounded deadly when she spoke of torture.  He knew he shouldn’t be excited by her dark side, but he didn’t care.  He wanted this girl in every way possible.
 
   Lucifer pointed to the man in question and he did exactly as she suggested.  The man became quiet as the scene in his mind changed.  At first, he was frustrated, then he became angry, and finally he wept and tore at his skin as he tried in vain to convince the masses of his ideas.
 
   “You’re a natural at this,” he smiled and moved her further into the room.
 
   One by one, they looked through the prisoners and spoke about what was happening.  It had been a long time since he was able to discuss his work with another.  Anyone who had helped him in the past would inevitably lose their minds to the darkness.  His mistress was different from them.  She didn’t enjoy the violence of hurting the prisoners, but merely took delight in making sure that the souls suffered and got what they deserved, based on their crimes.  He felt pride when he looked at her.
 
   It became easier for her to process the minds of the different prisoners.  She was surprised to see Lucifer giving her a look of approval.  She liked that he was pleased with her ideas.  She had never imagined doing anything like this before, but felt confident because of Lucifer’s encouragements.  It felt right being around him and working with him.  Together they moved around the cells and pitched ideas back and forth.
 
   “You have a way with the mental aspect of the job.  You really know how to get inside their heads and use their past crimes to figure out what motivated them to act out and become evil.  You understand the reasons why they did these terrible things and you attack them on that level.  There are few who have that talent.  I’m pleased you are catching on this fast.  The other Fallen hate dealing with these prisoners.  They have trouble getting to the core of the person and finding out what truly scares them.  Sometimes it isn’t simply pain; it’s the loss of something or the knowledge that they will never have something.  There were times when I was worn out by the process and resorted to physical measures, as you have seen,” Lucifer watched every move that her body made as she walked around examining the prisoners.  He took in every suggestion she made and committed them to memory.
 
   “I can understand why,” she replied.
 
   “You did a good job,” Lucifer was beaming at his mistress and knew in his heart that things would somehow work out between them.
 
   Michelle suddenly felt shy.  It was strange having him look at her as if she was important.  It was a new feeling for her.  She had always been smart in school, but was never praised.  Her parents took it for granted that she was good in school and never made a big deal about it.
 
   Michelle paused.  Why was she helping Lucifer?  What did it say about her that she was helping the devil?  Even worse, she was enjoying it.  She wasn’t sure if it was the attention she was getting or that it felt right.  She had no idea why she wanted to torture the souls and make sure their punishment fit their crime, but she did.  She felt it all the way to her toes.  Maybe the evil was invading her senses, just as Lucifer had warned.  She worried that she would become lost, just like the others who had tried to help him.
 
   “I’d like to show you something else,” he said once he was satisfied that she could endure the Realm of Nightmares.
 
   She nodded, desperate to leave the realm and clear her head.  She needed some perspective to understand what was happening.  She was concerned that Hell was finally breaking her.
 
   They walked back up the staircase and out of the castle.  They went to the right toward the Caves of Darkness, but turned onto a pathway that led to a tunnel beyond the caves.  She’d never ventured into the tunnel before.  Lucifer told her they were going to the Hall of Shadows.
 
   They passed a number of guards stationed throughout the tunnel, and came to another cavern that was larger than the main area that held the realms.
 
   Michelle looked around and saw every kind of creature chained to the ceiling, floor, and walls.  None of them looked pleased and all of them looked like they were ready to murder Lucifer.  They weren’t exactly being tortured, but they were suffering.  They weren’t locked behind bars, but were restrained with glowing blue manacles around their wrists and feet.  They were either hanging in chains a few inches above the ground or chained to the ground, unable to rise up more than a few inches off the floor.
 
   They all glared at Lucifer as they walked around the cavern.  Most took notice of her, or rather her dress.  She had expected to see lust filled glances, but instead, most of the prisoners seemed afraid of her dress.  She seriously needed to find out the meaning behind her atrocious outfit.
 
   “This is where the non-mortal prisoners are kept.  They aren’t souls, but actual creatures.  There are all types of beings in here, Rogue Angels, Veteres, false gods, monsters of myth and legend, and anyone that Father has deemed too dangerous to walk the Mortal Realm.  They are the enemies of mortals and angels alike,” Lucifer explained as he walked through the rows of prisoners.
 
   “If they are dangerous, how do you keep them restrained?  It’s not like their minds are being kept busy, why don’t they just break loose?” she looked to Lucifer who seemed amused by her questions.
 
   “The Celestial Bonds around their hands and feet drain the wearer’s strength and power and they are rendered helpless, except for fangs or claws.  They are no stronger than the average mortal.  The bonds are unbreakable and only a few Fallen have the power to unlock them, though they would lose that ability if they were to have the bonds placed on their own wrists.  The prisoners are easily contained by the chains around them,” Lucifer guided her through the hall and showed her things that she had only seen in movies. 
 
   “What do you do with them?” she asked as they walked past a group of furry prisoners.
 
   “Let them rot,” he sneered.  “They are here because they either tried to rise up and take Father’s place or tried to destroy Heaven, Hell, or humanity, and in some cases, all three.  There are a number of offspring of the Veteres locked up here.  Among them are beings that tried to replace Father and offered themselves as alternative gods,” Lucifer pointed to a number of creatures who looked like mortals or angels but seemed stronger and deadlier.
 
   “Like the Greek gods?” Michelle walked past something mean and furry that snapped its teeth at her.  She jumped away and Lucifer backhanded the monster, who yelped in pain.
 
   “The Greek gods were mostly angels, but there were others who inserted themselves into the Greek and Roman ideology.  There are also Germanic, Hindu, and Japanese gods, creatures who derive power from worshipers.  Some have their own power.  They all tried to make the mortals denounce Father as their one true God and inserted themselves into different cultures, by different names.  There have been other gods and deities, but they can only survive as long as there are people to follow them.  Even though Christianity has been around for a few centuries, Father has existed for much longer.  He doesn’t need a name as long as people believe that someone created them and watches over them.  He’s had many names, but He’s always had believers,” Lucifer explained.
 
   “You said that you helped clean up the mess that the Greek gods created.  What happened?” Michelle looked at the strange faces around her, trying to determine what kind of creatures they were.
 
   “Over time, many of the Heavenly Angels became jealous of the mortals and tried to convince them that they were the true gods.  The mortals started praying to the angels, believing they were gods.  It is a sin to worship false gods, so ultimately those mortals ended up in Hell.  The problem is, the angels started to believe they were all-powerful and beyond Father’s rule.  They already had their own abilities to do tasks for Father, but they began to derive power from sacrifices and tributes and grew stronger.  They started to believe that they were more important than they really were.  They were denounced by Heaven and were declared Rogues.
 
   “Michael, Raphael, Hades, myself, and others were tasked to find the Rogues and eliminate them and the threat they presented.  We waged war against them for a few years until we finally claimed victory.  Many were put to death, others reside here, yet others were forgiven and allowed back home.  Mental breakdown my ass, they knew what they were doing.  I may have my Rogue moments, but I still love Father.  It’s true that I’ve had my infractions, but I have never threatened Father directly or started a war against Him,” Lucifer let out a breath.  There were days when he was glad to be in Hell and away from those traitors who were allowed back into Heaven.
 
   “What about Hades?  You said he moonlighted as a god, yet he was a part of the task force to hunt everyone down.  How did he manage that?” she knew he was slick, but the angel had serious talents when it came to saving his own backside.
 
   “Hades had what you would call immunity.  He turned spy for me and kept me abreast of the situation, long before Heaven even knew what was happening.  The Rogues didn’t particularly like him, but they needed him.  The Fallen and Heavenly Angels don’t really get along.  They considered him a necessary evil to balance out what they considered their pantheon.  Someone needed to be the figurehead for the afterlife.  A number of mortals retained their memories of Heaven and Hell due to a separate Rogue plot and the gods used that to their advantage.  Many of the mortals remembered Hades, so it was easy for them to incorporate him into their new order.  It also helped that one of the Overseers in Heaven looks similar to Hades.  Unfortunately, Hades almost lost his life in the battle.  The Rogues didn’t like that he had deceived them from the beginning,” Lucifer shook his head.  His brother had an uncanny knack of getting himself into trouble.
 
   “You said people have tried to destroy Heaven and Hell before, how is that possible?” Michelle was curious about the inner workings of Heaven and Hell.  It was the ultimate question and she was finally going to learn what most people desired to know.
 
   “It’s possible to destroy both, and plenty have tried.  They are physical places with angels running the operations.  Take out the angels, the structures, and the systems keeping the souls in place and the souls will be free.  Anarchy would rule.  Others don’t want to destroy Heaven and Hell, but want to rule them, like that little girl over there and her friends.  Thankfully, all of their attempts have been stopped,” Lucifer pointed to a small gaunt girl with long black hair down to her waist and eyes that knew hatred.  She looked like she could barely hold herself upright.
 
   Michelle wondered how powerful she was if she had tried to rule Hell.  “How did she do that?” Michelle asked as she avoided the girl’s piercing gaze.
 
   She never heard the answer as pain radiated through her face and body.  She tried to open her eyes and get her bearings.  She saw a flash of black fur mere inches from her face.  Over the ringing in her ears, she heard Lucifer yelling.  While she couldn’t make out the words, she understood the tone.  He was furious.  She carefully lifted her head off the floor and desperately tried to make sense of what she was seeing.  An enormous animal was wrapping its giant claw tipped paws around Lucifer’s shoulders, as its fangs snapped at Lucifer’s throat.  At least five of the Fallen appeared from every direction, punching and pulling at the monster.
 
   The animal was as large and as thick as a sofa; its head was as high as Lucifer’s stomach.  It was covered in black fur, tipped with silver-gray points.  Its yellow eyes were soulless and angry.  She couldn’t tell from behind exactly what kind of animal it was, but it was strong and lethal.  She assumed it was the same creature that Lucifer had punched earlier, due to its size, and need for retribution.
 
   Michelle felt a sharp burning sensation in her left cheek and saw blood on her hand when she pulled it away from her face.  The grizzly bear, dog, lion thing had clawed her face, but had missed her eye.  Her attention was drawn to the hissing and growling sounds all around her.  The blood had gained the interest of the prisoners.  While it seemed there weren’t any vampires around, there were a number of eyes locked on her face.  She nervously got to her feet and looked around for the exit, in case more creatures broke free.
 
   “For fuck’s sake, someone get control of Fenris’ mouth,” Lucifer bellowed.  The monster’s fangs were millimeters from grazing the artery in his neck.
 
   Michelle watched the powerful creature swat away two of the Fallen, sending them into the grasp of prisoners that looked even more dangerous, if that were possible.  The two of them screamed as they were bitten and clawed at by prisoners who appeared mortal, but were far from it.
 
   Lucifer was busy wrestling Fenris while more of the Fallen ran to help.  Lucifer was knocked down and pinned to the ground.  He tried to maintain control of the sharp talons hell-bent on slashing his chest.  The teeth end of the creature was embedded in the thigh of an unfortunate Fallen that she recognized from the Realm of Skulls.  She really didn’t feel too badly for him, but knew she had to do something to help Lucifer.  He was the main focus of the wolf’s attack.  Yes, she could finally make out the features of what Lucifer had deemed the “soulless piece of shit.”  It was an enormous pissed off wolf.
 
   Despite the Fallen whipping and beating Fenris, the giant furry monster ignored the assault and refused to let go of Lucifer.  Bloody Fallen were amassing around the scene as more angels rushed in to try to contain the monster.  Fenris snapped its muzzle as a warning to an angel trying to put his hands around its giant snout to close off its teeth.
 
   Fenris was putting all of his effort into attacking Lucifer, while defending itself from the others.  If killing Lucifer was its objective, then she had an idea, a stupid and idiotic idea, but one that might save Lucifer.
 
   Michelle slowly approached the fray as another Fallen screamed out in pain and was tossed aside.  She carefully crept to the back of the creature, while the Fallen kept the front of the wolf busy.  Based on the name, Fenris, she assumed that the thing was male and from the back view, it was definitely a he.  She wished for steel-toed boots or pointy heels, she was left with only one option.  She pulled her bare foot back and kicked the monster right in the balls with everything she had.
 
   The response was immediate and swift.  The wolf let out a yelping howl, whipped its head around, and growled loudly enough for the ground to quake.  She now had Fenris’ full attention as she quickly backed away.
 
   The wolf pinned her with its predatory stare as he put her on the Entré list.  Her solitary warning was an ear-piercing howl before it broke free of everyone’s grip and bounded straight at her.
 
   “NO!” Lucifer shouted as he watched the merciless wolf rushing toward his sole source of peace.
 
   The only thought in Michelle’s mind was, “run.”  She heard thick nails scraping against the cave floor as the growling and snarling got closer.  She cursed herself for the stupidity of her plan, but she wasn’t about to witness Lucifer be torn apart.  She was grateful for the lack of shoes as her feet gained traction on the floor.  She heard snapping just behind her neck so she quickly threw herself into a group of creatures that looked like supermodels and less likely to kill her than the rows of sharp teeth on her ass.
 
   The women ignored her as they attempted to grab at the wolf.  They propositioned the wolf and shouted out their sexual fantasies involving the furry killing machine.  Michelle ducked through the women and scrambled back to the safe zone of the pathway.  She assumed the unnaturally beautiful women were succubae or hard-up based on the graphic things they said to Fenris.  Apparently, they had no restrictions when it came to animals.
 
   The wolf was deterred for only a moment before it swatted away the grabby women and locked his sights on Michelle.  She jumped back when Fenris leapt over the women and landed at her feet.  He bared his razor sharp incisors and growled at her.  The growl was fierce enough to cause the prisoners around her to cower and avert their eyes from the intimidating mass of fur before her.  He lunged forward, intent on biting her leg, but she jumped back fast enough so that all he caught was her dress.  He shook his head violently, not realizing he had missed her flesh.  She would never complain about the layered dress again.
 
   She watched Fenris shred her skirt and was grateful she still had a leg.  Lucifer and the Fallen raced toward the monster, but they wouldn’t get to her in time before Fenris turned her into a chew toy.  She knew she only had one chance to stall the wolf.
 
   Pushing aside the fear threatening to turn her into a babbling child, she searched for the courage to confront the monster, even if it only gave her a few more seconds to live.
 
   As soon as Fenris’ head stilled, she balled up her fist and punched him square in the eye, as hard as she could.  She used all  the anger and frustration that had been trapped inside of her and let loose on the wolf.  To her surprise, he yelped in pain and winced at the blow.  She saw that her ring had made contact with his eye and that it was bleeding.
 
   Fenris backed away and shook his head.  She could tell he was having trouble seeing out of the injured eye.  The gash that she left on the corner of his eye was startling since she was not nearly as strong as the beast.
 
   Lucifer and the Fallen tackled the brute and clamped the Celestial Bonds over its front paws and back paws simultaneously.
 
   Fenris let out a whimper and faltered.  He attempted to remain standing, but his strength drained away quickly.
 
   Lucifer stood in front of a meek Fenris and kicked him in the side of the head.  “Do that again and I will walk over your hide every day in my Throne Room, while you’re still breathing.  Are we clear, you mangy throw rug?  Lucifer growled in Fenris’ ear as he half-heartedly snapped his jaws at Lucifer.
 
   The Fallen scrambled to pull Fenris back to his area and chain him to the floor.
 
   Lucifer doubled over and put his hands on his knees.  He hefted in a breath and took a moment to calm and steady himself.  He finally straightened and walked over to Michelle.
 
   “Are you okay?” Lucifer inspected his mistress, making sure she had all her toes and fingers in place.  He put himself firmly in front of her and protected her from the view of the Fallen.  He didn’t want them to witness her crying if she broke down.  He also didn’t want them looking at her body through her torn skirt.
 
   “I’m okay.  A little shaky, but I’ll survive,” she panted, trying to stop the world from shaking after her adrenaline rush.
 
   Lucifer placed his hand over her ruined cheek and his eyes narrowed.  She got the impression Fenris would be lucky if a boot to the head was the only punishment he would receive.  She had the distinct impression that Lucifer would be eating wolf steaks in the near future.
 
   “If you ever put yourself in danger like that again, I will kill you.  What were you thinking?  He would have ripped you to shreds, making it the single most painful experience of your life.  The pain of his teeth is surpassed only by the fiery sting of his saliva.  Those bitten by him pray for death,” Lucifer put his hands on her shoulders and shook her slightly, trying to make her understand the possible consequences of her actions.
 
   “I only thought about saving you.  Besides, I wasn’t afraid of him,” she spoke before she could censor herself.  Crap, had she just admitted that she cared enough about Lucifer to put herself in harm’s way?  She saw the immediate impact of her confession on Lucifer’s face.  At first, he was confused by her answer, and then appeared quite pleased.
 
   “You wanted to save me?” Lucifer couldn’t comprehend her words at first.  They seemed foreign in his mouth.  No one had ever tried to save him from anything before.  They usually tried to kill him.  An unfamiliar feeling raced through him.  Was this what it felt like to have someone care about you, who would do something drastic to keep you from harm?  It was startling to him, but he liked the feeling.
 
   “Yes,” she didn’t know what else to say.  She was embarrassed by his reaction and was still trying to sort out what it meant.
 
   Lucifer could see she was uneasy about the Fallen and the prisoners actively gaping at her admission.  He quickly glared at them and set his angels into motion.  He turned to Vaughn, ripped a piece of fabric from his black shirt, and held it against her face.
 
   “Vaughn, make sure there aren’t others wandering around.  Secure the area,” Lucifer growled.
 
   “Of course, my Lord.  I will report back my findings,” Vaughn bowed and took off at a dead run.
 
   Lucifer looked at the cut and winced.  “It will heal slowly and for that I’m sorry.  He is not like us and I do not have a remedy for the wounds he inflicts,” he dabbed at the cuts and cursed himself for not seeing the arrogant wolf break free of his bonds and attack.  Someone’s head would be removed for the attempted escape.  He quickly waved his arm and fixed her shredded dress.  Heaven help anyone who looked upon her body.  He didn’t need any more blood spilled.
 
   “What is a Fenris?  I mean, he looks like a wolf, but who is he, it?” she asked, taking the cloth from Lucifer and holding it against her face.
 
   “He’s a god, a Germanic god, and he is not all that he appears to be.  He’s the original werewolf, though worse than the ones in your books and movies, and he’s a total dick.  He has wanted me dead for centuries.  I’m sorry you were pulled into the middle of it.  I captured him and he has vowed vengeance upon me,” Lucifer thought about all the different ways the fight could have ended.  While he was proud of his mistress for trying to save him and was certainly surprised by her fighting prowess, he was terrified by the thought of losing her.
 
   “You’re right, he’s a total dick,” Michelle winced from the pain in her face.
 
   A bloody Fallen approached, bowing, and grimacing.  “My Lord, are you all right?  Is your Mistress safe?” the Fallen look at both of them, while trying to put pressure on his leg.  He had been clawed by Fenris during the fight.
 
   “Reese, I want to know what happened,” Lucifer pushed her behind his back and continued to yell at the injured angel.
 
   “My Lord, I don’t know how he escaped, but I will find out.  You have my word,” Reese bowed his head.
 
   “You are responsible for this realm.  I want answers!” Lucifer shouted.
 
   Reese tried to kneel, but he couldn’t make it to the floor without crippling pain.
 
   “Please, he’s hurt, as are the others.  They need to be looked at if Fenris’ bite is as bad as you say,” Michelle said quietly behind Lucifer, so that Reese wouldn’t overhear her.
 
   Lucifer snapped his head around and looked at her.  He wasn’t used to being contradicted, but her logic did make sense.  Reese would have to regain the use of his leg before investigating the incident.  He sighed and tapped his foot.
 
   “Bind up that leg and tell me who is left standing.  I wanted to know who was bitten.  They will have to be replaced in rotation until they are free from the fever.  It will take a long time for them to heal.  Once you clean up this mess, make sure all the prisoners are secure,” Lucifer turned and led her out of the hall.
 
   Reese was surprised by the change in Lucifer’s demeanor.  He had expected to spend the rest of the week in the Hall of Torment for the incident.  He had a feeling that Lucifer’s Mistress had something to do with Lucifer’s change of heart.  He would have to send her a fruit basket to show his gratitude.
 
   Michelle was happy to be out of the Hall of Shadows.  She didn’t like the way all the eyes followed her every movement.  She was unnerved by the attention and vengeance fueled stares they were getting.
 
   As they approached the castle, they heard someone yelling for Lucifer.
 
   “Master, Sebastian is in need of you,” Aganon ran up the pathway from the realms, out of breath.
 
   “Of course he needs me.  The angel can’t tie his own shoelaces without help.  Very well, I will meet with him in the Hall of Winds,” Lucifer waved Aganon away and turned to Michelle.
 
   “You should go back to your room and rest,” Lucifer didn’t want to point out that she was still shaking from the attack.  He knew she would be exhausted after her near miss with death.  He nearly had a heart attack.  He was surprised that his nerves were holding steady.
 
   “Like Hell.  I’m not ready to deal with what just happened.  I’m staying with you,” she replied.  If she stayed with Lucifer, there was little chance of her breaking down and crying.
 
   “Very well.  Come; let’s see what disaster awaits us in the Hall of Winds,” Lucifer tentatively reached out and took her hand in his.
 
   She was a little surprised by the gesture, but somehow felt safer with him holding her.
 
   She needed to distract herself from the feeling of Fenris’ breath on her leg, so she asked the first question that came to mind.  “What are the Caves of Darkness, aside from a place that you don’t want to go?  I don’t know their purpose.”
 
   “We carved out the caves by hand when we first arrived here.  They used to be access tunnels to the Moral Realm when reapers would bring the souls through the closest points.  The entrances were hidden all over the world.  Over time, there were too many people and the entrances became noticeable to the mortals.  They were also difficult for the Fallen to police for escapees, so we created one entry point in and out for the souls.  We sealed up the tunnels and put the Bhakşaka in the caves to prevent escapees from using the tunnels.  If someone actually got past them and managed to unblock a tunnel, they would have to get through countless traps and mazes inside the tunnels,” Lucifer explained as he walked hand in hand with his woman.  He glanced sideways at her repeatedly, thrilled to be touching her.
 
   She shivered when she thought about the kinds of traps Lucifer would create with his twisted mind.
 
   The Fallen all avoided eye contact with them as they walked along.  They gave Lucifer a wide berth and redoubled their efforts to punish the wicked.  They seemed afraid he would yell at them for slacking in their duties.  Their handholding didn’t go unnoticed.
 
   They entered the Hall of Winds and made their way through the lines of people waiting to get into and out of Hell.
 
   Michelle looked at the people leaving and wondered why they didn’t remember the suffering they had endured in Hell.  “Why do people forget that they have been here?  Why not remember everything that happened so that they don’t commit crimes again?”
 
   “We erase the memories of the mortals so they don't lament the loss of their previous lives.  Imagine being a king or a prince and in the next life a poor immigrant.  People would become depressed and lose their minds.  It does happen that they retain some sense of memory or personality, but they rarely remember the specifics.  It comes across as déjà vu or believing it was a dream they once had.  Despite not retaining their memories, the reward of Heaven or the punishment of Hell stays with a person.  It manifests in what mortals consider their conscience.  If they have recently been in Heaven, they tend to live with a feeling of joy or peace.  They are more likely to live proper lives and avoid too many temptations and criminal activities.  It's the sense of wanting to do right.  Mortals fresh out Hell tend to be motivated more by fear of repercussions.  Their minds may move in the direction of evil but that feeling of dread will stay their heads, hopefully, if we have done our jobs properly.  Hell is a punishment for the life that they already lived.  We want them to start over again and try to do better because Father wants them to attain a Heavenly reward.  They are free to choose their path in life, but we are here when they choose incorrectly,” Lucifer pulled a stray hair from her face as an excuse to touch her cheek and feel the silkiness of her hair.
 
   Michelle was embarrassed by his touch and blushed.
 
   “Do you think my nightmares were memories of my past lives being punished in Hell?” she had never considered that her dreams might be memories.
 
   Lucifer hesitated.  “No.  You have never been to Hell before,” Lucifer replied quickly and then turned his attention to Sebastian who was yelling at a Fallen.
 
   Michelle was shocked by Lucifer’s statement.  How would he know that she had never been in Hell, unless he had checked her scroll?  She had trouble believing she had dreamed of a place she had never seen before.  How was that possible?  Did that mean she had been in Heaven the other times, or maybe she had been in Purgatory?
 
   Michelle looked around, lamenting that she would never be able to leave.  Purgatory sounded like a vacation resort compared to Hell.  It made her sad to know there was nothing left for her but Hell.  She felt cold and empty inside at the thought.  She was relieved that Lucifer was being kind to her, but she was not looking forward to going back into the fray of the realms.  She looked down at her wrists in dismay.
 
   Why would anyone want to kill themselves?, she thought.
 
   She felt bad as she watched Sebastian lower his head and listen to Lucifer yell at him for miscounting the outgoing prisoners.  She was trying to tune out the swearing when she noticed something bright and shiny out of the corner of her eye.  She turned and was momentarily blinded by a bright white suit.
 
   In front of her was a very attractive man walking into the Hall of Winds.  She assumed he was one of the Heavenly Angels since he was dressed in white.  He looked young and innocent and wasn’t happy to be there.  He was tall and lean with short brown hair and narrow brown eyes.  While Lucifer was dark and sexy, this angel was sweet and beautiful.  He looked like he could have been in a boy band.  He stopped short and gawked openly at her.  Apparently, even Heavenly Angels could be perverts.
 
   Lucifer took her by the arm and pulled her around to look at him.  “I have to deal with this.  Can you make it back to the castle by yourself?” he looked upset about leaving her.
 
   “I can find my way,” she forgot about the shiny angel and headed back to the castle.
 
   She was surprised when she made it back to the Throne Room without running into Caleb.  She decided to kick him in the balls the next time he tried to take her to the realms.
 
   She was about to enter the door behind the dais that led to the staircase, when she heard someone clearing his throat behind her.
 
   “Yeah, yeah, I know the drill, back to the realm of something painful and annoying,” she sighed and held out her arm for Caleb to latch on to.
 
   “Not this time.  Lord Hades is requesting your presence,” Caleb smirked.
 
   “Since when are you his little toady?  I thought that you belonged to Lucifer,” she asked as she was pulled back along the walkway to the rotunda.
 
   “I belong to the highest bidder,” he whispered in her ear.
 
   “Sounds like old habits die hard.  Then again, so did you.  What was it, a firing squad?” she rolled her eyes at the creep.
 
   He stopped in his tracks so quickly that Michelle slammed into him.  “How did you know that?” he asked as he turned and glared at her.
 
   “I didn’t know, but it’s how I would have killed you,” she glared at him.
 
   


 
  



Chapter 11
 
    
 
   “The girl’s fate was chosen for her, the contract was signed, and there is nothing for us to do.  While I understand your anger and feel for you, what’s done is done.  Even though the contract was enacted early, the result would still have been the same.  We will not act in the matter,” Gabriel ran Adrian’s word through his head over and over again.  The Council had spoken and he was on his own.
 
   He was annoyed that they were more interested in punishing Lucifer for what he did to Mark than helping him.  He believed Lucifer deserved a harsher punishment than the Realm of Fire.  For once, he had agreed with Michael and had called for Lucifer’s head.
 
   “Did you see her?” Gabriel snapped when Mark appeared at the Gates of Heaven.
 
   “Yes, but you are not going to be pleased.  I saw her in the Hall of Winds, though Lucifer did not introduce me, not that I really expected him to.  At least he did not attack me again.  I swear we were best of friends, completely inseparable, and now he cannot be bothered to look me in the eye when I speak.  I am nothing but common trash to…” Mark said in a rush before Gabriel cut him off.
 
   “Yes, I know and I’m sorry.  It must have been difficult for you to go back there after what he did to you.  Lucifer is deplorable and you should not have endured torture by his hand, but please, tell me about the girl.  I must know,” Gabriel hated being short with Mark, especially after all he had done for him, but he needed answers as quickly as possible.
 
   He pulled Mark along the main walkway, and the white stone pathway leading to the Gardens of Serenity.  They would be able to talk there without anyone overhearing them.
 
   “Yes, of course.  I saw her in the Hall of Winds briefly.  She turned and looked at me with curiosity.  She is very striking, beautiful even,” Mark smiled, trying to lighten Gabriel’s mood before he continued.  “She seemed scared and unsure, but safe, as safe as one can be with the piranhas.  There is a void in her eyes, which is startling, especially knowing who she is.  Her face was injured, though I could not see beyond the cloth covering the side of her face.  Gabriel, you must know, she wears the black dress.”
 
   Gabriel was becoming more alarmed by the second.  He had been out of his mind since she died, but now he was damn near violent.  He wanted to shake Mark and make him recount every second in her presence, but he held fast knowing that it wasn’t Mark’s fault she was at the mercy of the merciless.  He tried to calm himself enough to continue questioning Mark.
 
   “I know your daily schedule changes, but how often do you meet with Lucifer?” Gabriel asked impatiently as he guided Mark to the pebble pathway of the Rose Garden.
 
   “Typically, I go twice a month, unless there are issues, which there seem to be every third day lately.  Most of the time it is Sebastian or Hades who speaks to me, but Lucifer joins us just to scare me sometimes,” Mark shook his head as he thought about Lucifer punching him until he bled.  The angel had lost his way and he resented dealing with him.  It pained him to see his brother so mired in evil.  As guilty as Mark felt for not volunteering for the position, he would not wish it on his worst enemy, let alone a favorite brother.
 
   “Where do you usually meet?” Gabriel paced with his arms folded behind his back, deep in thought.
 
   “Lucifer only allows me access to the Throne Room and I am rarely without an escort,” Mark nervously watched Gabriel pace as he noted Gabriel’s appearance.  He looked more like a caged lunatic than the peaceful angelic brother he knew so well.  He feared for Gabriel’s sanity if he dared to speak further.
 
   “I must find a way to see her,” Gabriel growled as he turned to Mark.
 
   “You know you must be invited.  You can only go there when summoned or if you have cause.  If Lucifer has not broken any rules, then you have no right to intrude.  It is his domain.  Besides, it is a horrid place where you would not want to spend a second longer than necessary….” Mark sputtered to a stop.  Dear Lord, what was he saying?  Gabriel’s eyes tightened, as did his fists.  Mark needed to watch himself more closely or he was going to end up back in the fire.
 
   “I know the rules and I don’t care!  I must find a way.  You would do the same if you were in my position,” Gabriel went back to his pacing.  He ran his hand through his hair, pulling at it.
 
   Gabriel hadn’t been well for a long time, but he was getting worse.  He was constantly disheveled and his expression was always grim.  The other angels had tried consoling him, but Gabriel was too emotional and hardly listened to anyone.
 
   “Of course Gabriel, you are right.  I would do the same in your position.  I will think of a way, though I am sure Lucifer will see through any plot we conceive of to get you in.  I am sure he has been waiting for you to try.  I am very sorry that I failed in my mission to convince Lucifer to see you,” Mark was worried that his brother would resort to drastic measures if left unaided.
 
   He had never seen his brother so upset before.  Michael, Tabbris, and even Raphael, he’d seen upset, but Gabriel was always the calm one.  He was the reliable one, the steady one.  It scared Mark to see his brother like this.  He had to find a way to help him.
 
   Gabriel stopped pacing abruptly and turned to Mark.  He sighed and put his hand on Mark’s shoulder.  “I should have never sent you there to speak on my behalf, it was wrong of me and you paid the price.  I am eternally sorry.  I cannot apologize enough.  It should have been me that was tortured.  I will never forgive myself,” Gabriel’s eyes filled with tears.
 
   He was standing at the Gates of Heaven when Mark returned from Hell, bleeding and battered, escorted by Barnabas.  He had personally carried Mark to his bed and kept watch over him while he recovered from his injuries.  The mental trauma had been far worse than the physical pain.  He would forever be haunted by what Mark had endured.  Mark was physically healed, but he was not the same angel that he once was.  He was responsible and should have suffered instead of Mark.
 
   “Enough Gabriel, I told you that I am not mad at you.  As I said, I would have done the same in your position.  I willingly went to Lucifer.  I knew that it might end badly,” Mark spoke bravely, but averted his eyes when he spoke.  He hated thinking about how helpless he had been while lying in the Hall of Winds.  It was worse knowing that the other Fallen had stood by and witnessed the assault, and done nothing to help.
 
   “You should have allowed the Council to assign another liaison to Hell.  You didn’t have to go back there,” Gabriel looked at Mark sympathetically.
 
   “Then Lucifer wins.  He wanted to intimidate me and frighten me so that I would cower before him.  He enjoys that.  I detest him, but I refuse to tremble before him.  It may take a while, but I swear to you, there will come a time when I no longer fear being in Hell,” Mark stood up straight and vowed to himself that he would get past the memory of the attack and be stronger for it.
 
   “I’m proud of you,” Gabriel nodded.  He knew Mark was right.  If Mark cowered to Lucifer, he would forever have power over Mark.  That was something no one should be subjected to.
 
   Mark paced and reconsidered the problem at hand.  “What if I were able to get a message to her?  What if I told her to meet you in one of the Caves of Darkness?  You might be able to gain access through the old tunnels.  Lucifer cannot possibly patrol them all.  I know they were sealed up eons ago, but there may be a slight chance,” Mark was trying to offer his brother a lifeline.
 
   “The old tunnels, yes, there may be a way in there.  Do you think you can get a message to her?  I don’t want to put you in any more danger.  If Lucifer finds out that you are working with me, I fear he might kill you,” Gabriel feared for his brother, but began to fill with hope.
 
   “I will find a way, brother.  I swear to you.  I owe you this.  I will deal with Lucifer, though I will try very hard not to be caught.  I suggest you do the same.  He will not hesitate to kill you either,” Mark shook Gabriel’s hand, sealing his promise.
 
   “Let him try to kill me,” Gabriel said with determination.
 
   Mark knew it was a risk and that it would be his last act if he were caught.  Lucifer would do worse than throw him into the Realm of Fire if he spoke directly to the girl; he knew it would mean his death.  Lucifer would be guarding her very closely.  Now all he had to do was find the girl and speak to her, or so he hoped.  Gabriel had done much for him over the years.  He told himself that he would rather die than fail again.
 
   ∞
 
   “Welcome to my special little part of Hell, or as I call it, the Hall of Misery.  Have a seat,” Hades gave Michelle a grand welcome.
 
   Michelle walked slowly into the hall having pulled her arm away from Caleb.  She tucked away the bloody cloth into her sleeve and held her wounded cheek away from Hades’ view.  She didn’t need to look even weaker to him.
 
   Caleb bowed to Hades and scurried back to the rotunda.
 
   She looked around the hall and immediately hated the gaudy decor.  Display cases hung on the walls and held all sorts of weapons and ancient scrolls.  At the far end of the room atop the black marble dais was a throne that resembled a black leather chaise.  In front of it, on either side, were stone pillars with lit torches.  Behind the throne hung sheer red drapes that covered large couches and various ornate tables.  Red, purple, and black stained glass windows lined the curved wall behind the throne, depicting various scenes of torture.  From the looks of it, Hades occupied the second tower.
 
   “It should be called the Tower of the Smug,” Michelle snickered.  She looked up at Hades who was completely at home on his black leather throne.
 
   “No, it’s the Tower of the Punisher, which means you should watch your tongue,” Hades purred menacingly.
 
   “I’m not afraid of you,” she replied coldly.
 
   “Really?  Who said that you should be afraid of me?  I’m merely trying to help you.  Please, sit,” he pointed to the less-than-comfy looking high back chair placed a few feet in front of the dais.
 
   She had a feeling the chair wasn’t normally there.  She was immediately on edge and wanted to leave.
 
   “I think I’ll stand thanks, besides Lucifer will be along shortly.  He was just behind me,” she stood behind the chair, keeping it between them.  At least she could use it to stall him, if she needed to run.
 
   “I’m afraid he won’t be here any time soon.  There was an incident in the Realm of Nightmares and a number of high-level inmates have broken free.  It will take a while to capture and subdue them.  He’s occupied for now,” Hades smiled arrogantly.
 
   “Incident?  How convenient,” Michelle wondered if the Fenris problem had been orchestrated by Hades as well.  She knew in her gut she should try to make a break for it.
 
   “Now, my dear Mistress, I think you and I got off on the wrong foot.  We should be allies, not enemies.  It is so difficult dealing with Lucifer; I think you should accept my guidance when it comes to him.  His mood swings are enough to give you a migraine.  I have known him since the beginning of time.  I understand him and his ever-changing needs.  We should work together.  We can help each other deal with the Prince of Darkness and his ventures into insanity,” it was obvious that Hades was trying to placate her and win her over.  She looked past his award-winning smile and pleasant tone to seek out what he really wanted from her.
 
   “How exactly do you think we can do that?” she raised an eyebrow at him.
 
   Hades was about to speak, but stopped abruptly.  He leaned forward, squinting at her.  He tilted his head as if he was trying to figure out a puzzle.  He shook off the thought and stood up.  He slowly descended the steps and glided toward her.  She’d seen horror movie monsters like vampires glide, but she was unnerved to see him do it.
 
   “You look different,” he was sounded sincere as he stood in front of the chair.
 
   He was too close for her liking.
 
   “I look the same,” she snorted.  She didn’t think he had seen her face, so she was confused by the comment.  Either way, his reaction didn’t bode well for her.  Running was sounding better and better, but she wanted to know his endgame.
 
   “No.  There is definitely something unusual about you,” he leaned over the chair and reached out to touch her face, but she turned away and backed up a step.
 
   “Don’t,” she said hesitantly, unsure about his intentions.
 
   “I wasn’t going to hurt you, I promise.  It’s just, your skin, it’s striking and your face…”  Hades shook himself and backed away.  He had been about to comment on her beauty when he noticed she was injured.
 
   Even in the dim firelight, he could clearly see the bloody marks on her face.  He was outraged at the thought of Lucifer striking her.  He paused for a moment as he considered why he was outraged.  Why did he care what happened to her?
 
   “What happened?” Hades gritted the out the question through his teeth before he could stop himself.
 
   “What are you talking about?” she didn’t need to explain anything to him.
 
   “Speak or I will find out myself, and you don’t want that,” Hades looked deadly as he spoke.
 
   She rolled her eyes and tapped her fingers against the chair.  “During my tour of the Hall of Shadows, Fenris broke free and attacked Lucifer.  I was injured when Fenris ran past me to get to him.  Collateral damage,” she shrugged.  He didn’t need to know that she had helped Lucifer defeat Fenris.
 
   “That son of a bitch.  Is he contained?” Hades growled as he paced.  He made a mental note to rip Fenris’ tail off for the slight.
 
   “Yes.  They have restrained him.  And my face is fine, thanks for asking,” she knew it was childish to be mad at him, but she needed to direct her anger at someone.  Hades was a good target.  She figured he would do something soon enough to piss her off.
 
   “Good for you.  Aside from the renovations to your face, it seems that Lucifer has enhanced your beauty.  You no longer look like a corpse,” he shrugged indifferently, taking a few steps back.  Even with the injury, the girl was devastatingly beautiful.
 
   His thoughts took him by surprise.  He had never believed her to be attractive before.  She was merely a pawn in his game.  Now things were different and he adjusted his plan accordingly.
 
   She glanced down at her hands and her cleavage.  Hades was correct.  Her skin tone was pale and white as if she hadn’t been in the sun for a long time.  She wondered when Lucifer had done that, and why.
 
   Michelle felt more uncomfortable around Hades than she had in Lucifer’s presence.  She didn’t like the thought of being alone with him and she knew she was on her own.  Caleb would be of no help and Lucifer was far away, deep in the bowels of the castle.
 
   Hades slithered back and forth in front of the dais for a moment, collecting his thoughts.  He finally turned and addressed her.  “I have a proposition for you.  I know I offered you an out before, a way to end your suffering, but it seems that Hell suits you.  I’m told by Azazel that you are strong enough to endure the realms.  I know Lucifer intends for you to remain there, but I can offer you an alternative.  And this time, it wouldn’t mean ending your life,” Hades looked at her indifferently, but Michelle knew he was working some new angle.
 
   “What might that be?” she asked, crossing her arms.  She didn’t want any part of Hades’ schemes.
 
   “I am in need of a new servant.  My last one didn’t work out very well.  Jared is good enough, but I need someone else, someone who can do more for me.  So much more,” Hades no longer appeared to be indifferent.  Now he looked hungry.  Lust poured through his eyes as they lock onto her body.
 
   Michelle gulped and tried not to throw up.  Lucifer, she liked, or at least like kissing.  Hades held no appeal.  He was attractive enough, but his personality made him toxic to be around.  She thought that Lucifer was the worst person to be in a relationship with, yet a relationship with Hades would be catastrophic.  He had offered to kill her, which immediately put him in the terrible boyfriend category.
 
   “Don’t you have a girlfriend?” she was wildly guessing, but Hades was like a political leader and was bound to have a few concubines lying around.
 
   “Katarina, yes, she is what you would consider a girlfriend, but we are too much alike, which makes it difficult at times.  I’m in need of someone more, yielding.  My little Hellcat is fun in bed, but she makes a lousy servant.  She has a vindictive streak that could cost me my life.  Besides, I need someone who will bow to me.  She only submits when she needs me,” Hades was examining her from the tip of her toes to the top her head.
 
   “Isn’t it a little incestuous to sleep with another angel?  Don’t you consider yourselves brothers and sisters?” she didn’t like where the conversation was headed and tried to distract him, though she knew it wouldn’t work for long.
 
   “What, you prefer we shack up with mortals?  Please, mortals are a fun romp, but they don’t last forever, and then you end up torturing them.  Anyway, we are brothers and sisters because we all have the same creator; the same could be said for mortals.  God created man, and thus you are related too.  Takes on a whole new meaning, huh?” Hades smiled slyly at her and moved closer.
 
   “Good point.  You know, I really should be getting back.  I’ve got tortures waiting for me, the snakes and rats are probably hungry by now,” she muttered as she took a few steps back, but Hades lunged forward and grabbed her arm from around the chair.
 
   “I don’t think so.  The tortures can wait and Lucifer will be busy sorting out prisoners.  It always takes a while to untangle a soul breakout.  He won’t be back anytime soon.  We have all the time in the world,” Hades said, sidestepping the chair and moving to stand in front of her.
 
   Michelle was repulsed by his advances and she was certain that he had sniffed her hair.
 
   “I want to leave,” she turned her head away from Hades and pulled back on her arm.  His grip was strong, but he didn’t harm her, yet didn’t let her go.
 
   “I want you to stay.  Hear me out first,” he pulled her around to the front of the chair and pushed her into the seat.
 
   Michelle fell back into the chair and watched Hades resume his pacing.  He finally stopped and leaned forward, placing a hand on either armrest, effectively caging her in.
 
   Hades made a point of whispering to her.  “Here’s the deal, cupcake…Mistress.  I will make sure that you no longer have to suffer in the realms.  I will free you of Lucifer’s tyranny and all you have to do is whatever I want,” his gaze slid down her exposed cleavage and he growled low in his throat.
 
   She almost punched him when he licked his lips.
 
   She understood the last part of the deal well enough.  She was disgusted by his suggestive look and didn’t want him touching her.  She would rather take her chances with Lucifer than be sexually assaulted by Hades.
 
   “No,” she said firmly and turned her head from him.  He was breathing on her, making her skin crawl.
 
   Hades grabbed her jaw and pulled it back so she was forced to look at him.  “I am giving you the opportunity of a lifetime.  I will lavish you with presents; I will give you what your heart desires most and you won’t have to be in pain anymore.  Why would you give that up?” Hades’ face was an inch from hers.
 
   She was pinned against the unyielding chair back, unable to move.
 
   “I’ve heard that one before.  Lucifer told me lie upon lie to get me to kill myself so that I would join him.  He promised me the world.  That didn’t work out so well.  I’m not about to believe you, not to mention that I don’t like you,” she growled back at him.
 
   Hades was going out of his mind.  He had originally intended to drag Lucifer’s mistress into his tower and reveal all of Lucifer’s lies and deceptions so that she would feel completely alone.  He was then going to push her over the edge into madness by chaining her in the Realm of Nightmares until she was crazed from the evil surrounding her.  No one could withstand the evil contained there for long, not even Lucifer.  She would be lost to him forever and Lucifer would have no choice but to destroy her.
 
   Unfortunately, she had walked into his tower looking like beguiling siren.  Curse Lucifer for changing her appearance!  She no longer looked like a soul drained of life.  She was now radiant with her porcelain skin and ruby lips.  Her eyes glimmered and entranced him.  Her hair had a life of its own.  She looked like an immortal and had all the perks.  Apparently, she hadn’t even noticed.
 
   Hades’ plan changed on the spot.  He had to have her for himself.  He needed to make her his.  Lucifer didn’t deserve her.  He would end up destroying her.  He suddenly understood Lucifer’s obsession with the girl.  Now he was going to claim her for himself.  He didn’t care what he had to do or what lies he had to say, he was going to make her his servant.
 
   “Then I will make you want me,” Hades was determined.  He leaned forward and pressed his lips to hers.  Electricity jolted through him and he was filled with desire at the mere contact.
 
   Michelle felt ice shards consume her as Hades mashed his cold lips against hers.  She tried to push him away, but it was like pushing against a cement wall.  She was disturbed and felt violated.  She tried kicking at his legs, but he didn’t notice.
 
   Hades slid his hand down her neck, along her collarbone, and between her breasts.  He knew she was squirming away from his touch, but he didn’t care.  He moved his hand to cover her soft mounds.  He was instantly hard and desperate for her.  She was supple and warm.  His thoughts scattered to the winds and he envisioned taking her on his throne.
 
   Pure rage poured through her as Hades took advantage of her.  Black hatred and fury filled every corner of her body and mind.  She wanted to tear off his head and wear it as a hat.  When he tried to thrust his tongue into her mouth, a sharp sensation welled up inside of her.  The sensation became a tangible thing and she pushed it out of her body.  A force smashed into Hades, sending him flying into his throne.  He crashed through it and landed on the floor.  The windows of the tower splintered apart and the glass blew out of the windows, causing a loud thundering crash.
 
   Michelle stood up and glared at Hades.  Her new-found power crackled and snapped around her.  A strong breeze moved around her causing her hair to float up and hover around her head.  The dark feeling inside of her crawled to the surface.
 
   She watched Hades slowly get to his feet.  He was staring at her in shock.
 
   “I said no,” her voice didn’t sound like her own.
 
   “You need to calm yourself.  I won’t touch you again, I swear.  I’m sorry.  I shouldn’t have forced myself on you.  Please, just calm down.  Let’s talk about this,” Hades held out his palm to her to stop her, afraid she would do worse than throw him across the room.
 
   She took a deep breath and tried to push back the anger.  She was picturing Hades lying dead on the floor.  She knew she had to control herself.  She may not like the guy, but she didn’t want to deal with the consequences of killing him.  She slowed her breathing and let go of her rage over being violated.  The storm inside of her stayed just below the surface, but it didn’t die down completely.  Her mind was in a whirl as she clenched her fists.  She needed to find Lucifer and rid herself of Hades’ touch.
 
   “If you ever touch me again, I will tear you apart and leave nothing behind.  Are we clear?  I have no intention of speaking about this again,” she turned and stormed out of the tower before Hades could answer her.
 
   As she entered the rotunda, she nearly collided with Caleb.  “Out of my way, you little freak,” she stared him down and thought she saw him flinch.  
 
   He regained his composure, sneered at her, and viciously snatched her arm.  His hand felt like a vise grip and she recoiled in pain.
 
   “No,” he whispered in her ear and pulled her through the rotunda and down the stairs.  He applied pressure to her arm, threatening to snap it, until they reached the Realm of Fire.
 
   Hades let out a breath and collapsed to his knees.  He realized he was shaking and covered in wood splinters and glass chips.  He knew he had come close to dying.  He had definitely used up some of his good luck getting out of that encounter.  The second he saw her eyes turn black and the wind stir, he knew he was in deep shit.  He needed to watch himself around her from now on.  He didn’t know which was worse, almost dying or still wanting her despite his run-in with death.
 
   Jared and Azazel came running into the hall looking for the source of the explosion.  They were calling to Hades for an explanation for the mess and the broken windows.
 
   “Fix this and tell no one,” he waved to the broken throne as he swore them to silence.
 
   Caleb snickered as the approached the Realm of Fire.  He pushed past Malcolm, the Overseer of the realm.  He wanted to personally throw the Mistress into the flames and watch her tumble to the ground.
 
   “Why are you doing this?” she asked Caleb, annoying that she was going back into the fire.
 
   “I’m under orders.  Besides, servants aren’t special here.  We all burn in the fire at some point,” he pushed her into the realm as Malcolm grabbed him, asking him what he was doing.
 
   Michelle crashed to the ground and lay there.  Instead of recoiling from the fire, she welcomed the flames that enveloped her body.  Her mind was in turmoil when she thought about Hades groping her.  She wanted to remove the skin that he had defiled.  She let the flames burn through her, scorching her flesh, cleansing her.  She needed to be rid of his touch.  She ignored the searing pain and allowed the frustration and rage inside of her to match the heat of the blaze.  She was engulfed in anger and building up to a good fury.  She hated him.  She hated this place.  She loathed Caleb.  There was nothing more in this world that she wanted than to be rid of Hell and its inhabitants.  She was done.  She didn’t die so that she could be taken advantage of.  She didn’t die to be at the mercy of two psychopaths and their pet monkey.  She was indignant because she had died for nothing.  The lies that Lucifer had told her played through her mind.  He would ease her pain; he would understand her like no other.  Join him and she would be free.  Bullshit!  She was nothing more than a plaything.  Apparently, she failed to read the fine print that said she would have to be a slave to Hell and be taken advantage of at every turn.
 
   The storm inside her became a substantial force as she felt the conflagration within her break loose.  It took her a moment to notice that her skin was no longer burning though the flames were still around her.  She was confused when she saw that the flames were higher and warmer somehow.  All of the souls who had been close to her were crawling away from her in fear.  They were afraid of her.  She was startled by what was happening but she was too enraged to care.
 
   She stood up and raised her arms, letting all the anger, despair, frustration, and aggravation flood to the surface.  She screamed and raged at the world.  She was finished with being tortured.  She wanted vengeance and retribution.  She had done nothing during her life worth the degradation and humiliation she had endured since arriving in this land of damnation.  She clenched her fists and a burst of energy tore through her.  She opened her eyes and paused.  The flames that permeated the entire realm were gone, replaced by wavy crystal sculptures.  She couldn’t believe it.  She looked more closely at the shiny blue crystals and realized that the flames had turned to ice.  She was surrounded by a ring of ice that was bent away from her.
 
   She reached out to touch one and it cracked and shattered beneath her finger, crashing to the ground.  Throughout the entire realm, the icicle flames splintered and collapsed to the ground.  The ominous sounds of ice exploding and tinkling were followed by a deafening silence.  The prisoners were stunned and looked around for an explanation.
 
   Michelle looked up at Malcolm, who was speechless.  He surveyed the damage in disbelief.  As confused as Michelle was, she used the strange phenomenon to her advantage.  She lifted her chin and smirked at Malcolm as if to say, see what I can do.  He merely nodded, dumbfounded.  She walked over the souls who were cowering in the ice remains and stepped out of the realm.  She fanned out her dress and regally walked past Malcolm straight for the Hall of Winds.
 
   ∞
 
   Mark was summoned to Hell by Sebastian regarding the transfer of a prisoner who should have been placed in Purgatory, a fairly common occurrence.  It was the opportunity he needed to find the girl and deliver Gabriel’s message.  He tried to dispel his fear as he entered the gates, but could not stop himself from shaking.
 
   He twitched while phantom pains raced along his wing where Lucifer’s teeth had torn through it.  He had never been so humiliated in his life.  He hated that he now feared his job.  He had been violated and it made him overly sensitive to all the screaming and moaning.  He felt ill and desperately wanted to leave and never return.  The only thing that kept his feet glued to the spot was the thought of Lucifer winning.  He would not let Lucifer have the upper hand.  He would not allow it.  He needed to be brave, face the demon, and spit in his eye, though metaphorically speaking, of course, as he was not brave enough to actually spit on him.
 
   “Glad to see you finally made it, brother,” Sebastian glared at Mark, showing that his patience was gone, as always.
 
   “Problems, brother?  I am not that late,” Mark bowed out of courtesy to Sebastian and tucked his sparkling white wings into his back.  Not only did he hate getting soot on them, but he also didn’t want Sebastian to see that his wing was now malformed.  It had not recovered properly after the attack.  Raphael told him that it had scarred because Lucifer was allowed to inflict punishment upon disobedient angels within his realm.  He tended to leave permanent marks when he hurt angels and non-mortals as a reminder of their crimes.  Hades had confessed to having scars on his body, a fact that was supposed to make Mark feel better, though it did not.  He was ashamed of his misshapen wing.  It was a sign of weakness, which was not a problem in Heaven, though it did not help, but weakness in Hell could get you killed.
 
   “If you only knew.  Now let’s get this over with before the next emergency comes along, which undoubtedly will be in the next five minutes,” Sebastian always had an edge of boredom in his voice that could quickly turn to anger if things didn’t go smoothly.  Things never went smoothly.
 
   “Very well.  You mentioned that there was a soul who slipped through the cracks and landed here instead of Purgatory.  Just bring him along and I will deal with him.  I will make sure that Lyrik is given the prisoner’s proper scroll, and have him correct the error about descending into Hell.  The prisoner will be listed as Purgatory and then he is Lyrik’s problem,” Mark tried to make the transition easy for Sebastian, but knew the effort was wasted.
 
   “Yes, if only things were so easy in the real world.  Do you know what a nuisance it is to pull someone out of a realm and explain to them that they have been sent to Hell because of a paperwork error?  This guy is going to be pissed that he has been freezing in the Realm of Frost for the past three months, when he should have been sitting in a room with absolutely nothing to do until the next life comes around.  Do you have any idea how indignant these prisoners are when they find out they have been tortured for something they didn’t do?  They demand compensation and retribution.  They should be lucky that we found the error at all.  Do you think it’s rude that I soothe him by giving him a nice warm hat?” Sebastian smirked at his idea of being nice.
 
   Mark knew that counting backwards from ten was the best way to keep his tongue in check when he was around the Fallen.  He had never experienced the darkness or the loneliness that twisted his brothers into monsters, so he took their humor with a grain of salt.
 
   “I will smooth things over with him brother, you need not bother.  As I said, I will handle things.  Just have someone bring him here and I will make the transition as painless as I can,” Mark tried for patience, but came across a little smug, he realized.  He did not mean to imply he could do the job better; he was merely trying to make a quick exit with the prisoner, while trying to figure out how to get Gabriel into Hell.
 
   “Very well, brother, I shall wave my magic wand, make the prisoner appear, and let you be the hero.  Wait here.  I shall return as quickly as possible, so that you may save the day,” Sebastian rolled his eyes, gave a waving bow to his brother, and walked backward out of the Hall of Winds through the archway that led to the Realm of Frost.
 
   Mark knew Sebastian would intentionally keep him waiting forever.  This time he was grateful for the time allotted him.  The other angels in the hall were busy processing the souls and ignored him.
 
   He stood at the entrance to the hall not sure how to find the girl.  He thought about sneaking into the Throne Room in the hopes of seeing her there.  He could always make up a reason to speak to Lucifer or Hades, if he ran into them.  He paced for a few moments trying to think of the best way to enact his plan.  He decided to be brave and take the pathway that led directly to the castle, though he would have to pass Xavier in the process.  His white suit was easy to spot among the washed out mortal clothing, so he would have to move fast.
 
   He took a deep breath to settle himself and commanded his feet to move in the direction of the archway halfway down the hall.
 
   Mark stopped mid step.  A small girl dressed in black came bounding through an archway further down the hall.  He squinted, hoping to see the blue eyes that he was searching for.  He rejoiced when he saw long raven hair coupled with the blue eyes.
 
   He noticed she was fuming with anger and appeared murderous.  He was surprised to see the change in her demeanor.  It seemed that Hell was indeed having a negative effect on her.  He decided to treat her with caution.  He didn’t need to end up bleeding again.
 
   Michelle looked at the beleaguered faces waiting to leave Hell.  They looked like they had just survived a battle, but weren’t happy about it.  While they weren’t tattered and torn, like in the realms, their expressions gave away the memory of their suffering.  She could totally relate.  Even though her body was healed from all the tortures, her mind wasn’t.  She knew they would never wipe away the memories of her torture.  Unlike those lucky souls who didn’t have to remember every excruciating detail of what they had endured, she would be made to remember.  She felt like crying, but held strong.  She would be strong now for CJ, for Uncle Bob, and for herself.
 
   She had no idea how she had frozen the Realm of Fire.  As grateful as she was to be out the flames, she was afraid of what it meant.  Destroying Hades’ tower and retaliating against the fire were impossible feats, she knew that, but something was different about her, she could feel it.  Whatever was inside of her was terrifying, and something that shouldn’t be released.  She didn’t want to mess with it unless she was left with no other alternative.  If Hades tried to touch her again, she would freeze is balls off, but short of that, she had to control it.
 
   Michelle breathed deeply; glad to be away from everyone for a few minutes.  She needed time to think.  She touched her cheek, waiting for the pain to remind her that she was still at everyone’s mercy, including the enemies of Lucifer, but instead of dried blood and exposed skin, she felt smooth, flawless skin.  She patted her cheek, confused.  It was healed.  The wound was gone as if it had never happened.  She felt no pain as she squeezed it.  She was puzzled by all the things happening to her, but became even more determined to use it to her advantage.  She didn’t want to be anyone’s pawn or whipping post anymore.
 
   The Fallen in the Hall of Winds looked confused when they saw her, but ignored her and went about their business.  She held her head high and pretended as if she was supposed to be there.
 
   Servants freely walked around Hell on tasks for Lucifer, right?
 
   She was pissed at Hades for touching her and confused as to why Lucifer was sending her to the realms.  Hades was easy enough to hate, but she was upset about Lucifer.  How could Lucifer say that he loved her and wanted her to understand him, only to turn around and unceremoniously throw her ass back into the shark tank without ever batting an eyelash?  She needed to find a way out of this place.  She didn’t want her existence to be over; she just wanted to get out of Hell.
 
   An unstoppable need to escape overwhelmed her as she paced.  She watched the souls at the end of the hall evaporate into white mist and float up into a tunnel.  There were multiple guards around, but she knew that there were escape attempts occasionally.  If she could harm Hades, she could easily stop the guards, even though she didn’t know how to recreate her outburst.  A sense of peace came over her as she walked toward the tunnel.
 
   Lucifer be damned, she wanted out, now, and nothing would stop her.
 
   A pleasant voice drew her out of her crazy and dangerous thoughts.  She turned to face a gorgeous angel who was smiling a sincere smile, the first one she had seen since her fall down the rabbit hole.  She thought he had said the word Anjali, but she wasn’t sure since she didn’t speak angelic.
 
   “Michelle Black?” the angel asked hesitantly.
 
   “How do you know that name?” she was trembling, half in anticipation, half in fear.  Was this her way out?  Had someone finally come to get her?  Not likely, but a girl could hope.  She recognized the runway model angel as her eyes adjusted to the brightness.  He was the perv who was staring at her earlier.  Her hopes deflated.
 
   “Quickly, we haven’t much time.  My name is Mark and I know your father.  He asked me to get a message to you.  He desperately wants to speak with you to make sure that you are all right.  Please, this is imperative.  I need you get to the Caves of Darkness.  I know it is dangerous, but I think he can gain entrance there.  Do not tell anyone about this.  He is not allowed here.  Promise me that you will meet him there tomorrow after Lucifer does his rounds in the realms.  Sneak out of the castle and…” Mark was cut off by her waving hand.
 
   “I know how to get there, that is not the issue.  My father?  My father the paper salesman?  Henry Black?  How could you possibly know him?” Michelle tried to understand what the angel was saying.  How could he know boring old Henry Black?  Her father would have bragged about knowing an angel between reading the paper and eating dinner.  It would have made him more interesting, at the very least.  Since Mark hadn’t handed her a business card or his personalized stationary, she didn’t believe that he really knew her father.
 
   “Not the mortal that took care of you in your last life, your father, your REAL father.  He has missed you terribly,” Mark said sympathetically.
 
   Michelle stared at the babbling angel blankly.  Apparently, it was “screw with the prisoners and fill them false hope” day.  It was new, different, and refreshing; the best torture to date and it didn’t even need its own realm.
 
   She shook her head and was about to turn away from the disturbed angel, when he grabbed her.
 
   “I implore you to listen to me.  I know you have been kept in the dark about many things, but surely, you must know who your real father is after all this time.  Certainly he would have told you by now,” Mark did not want to overstep his bounds, but he needed her to believe him.
 
   “I really don’t have time to play games.  I’m having a crap day and need to figure out how to escape,” Michelle was angry that the angel was distracting her from her escape plans.
 
   “I assure you that I am not playing games.  Perhaps I should not be telling you this, but you need to understand.  You are the daughter of the Archangel Gabriel, the messenger of God,” Mark looked her squarely in the face waiting for a reaction, hoping he had gotten through to her.
 
   ∞
 
   “Lord Hades, Lord Lucifer is requesting your presence in the Throne Room.  He also wants to know if you have seen his mistress,” Aganon spoke loudly as he entered the Hall of Misery, rushing through the request, hoping to make a quick return to Lucifer, before he beat him for taking too long.
 
   He tripped to a halt when he saw the devastation.  He knew he was in trouble when Hades looked up, surprised to see him, and then became visibly angry.  Whatever had happened here was supposed to be a secret, which meant he would probably receive a beating regardless.
 
   Jared and Azazel were desperately trying to put the room back in order.  It appeared as if a tornado had hit the room.  Considering that no one was lying dead on the floor, it was an unusual sight.  Hades often beat the servants and the Fallen in his tower for disobedience, but considering that it was his personal possessions in ruins, he didn’t think Hades had caused the damage.
 
   “Get out.  Tell Lucifer I’m busy.  I will speak to him when I am able.  And no, I haven’t seen his little tart.  Tell him to keep a closer watch over her if he needs to know her whereabouts at all times,” Hades harshly bellowed.  He waved his hand and fixed his shattered throne.
 
   “My Lord, what happened here?” Aganon asked cautiously.  He didn’t believe Hades’ lie about not knowing of the mistresses’ whereabouts.
 
   “None of your business, servant.  Now run back to your Master and be sure to send him my regrets.  I don’t have time to stand before him and listen to his nonsense,” Hades huffed as he repaired the last leg of his throne and threw himself into it.
 
   Jared refused to look at Aganon, despite being somewhat friendly with him or at least an ally when it came to hating Hades.  He knew immediately that something was very wrong.
 
   Aganon bowed to Hades, making a good show of it.  He didn’t need to be reprimanded for failing to show respect to the loser.  “Of course, Lord Hades, I will tell my Master.”
 
   He spun on his heel and quickly left the tower.  He braced himself for the shit storm that was about to take place.  After all the rumors and warnings, it seemed that the Destroyer had finally risen up and bitch slapped Hades.  He knew it was only a matter of time.
 
   “I wish I could have seen Hades get his ass kicked,” he murmured to himself.  “Too bad Lucifer is going to kill her for it.”
 
   


 
  



Chapter 12
 
    
 
   Holy crap, she thought to herself.  By the time Sebastian appeared in the Hall of Winds and handed off the Purgatory bound prisoner to Mark, Michelle was on her way back the castle, almost believing what Mark had told her.  He had explained it a million different ways.  The only thing he hadn’t done was show her the eight-by-ten color glossy photos.
 
   “You must not tell anyone that I have spoken to you; otherwise, I will be in terrible trouble.  Please believe me.  Your father is desperate to see you.  Get to the entrance to the cave closest to the Hall of Shadows and he will try to find you.  They will kill me if they see me talking to you, please go.  Good luck,” Mark whispered.  He quickly walked away from Michelle and stood near Sebastian’s podium before he returned.
 
   Michelle was both befuddled and annoyed.  If Mark was telling the truth, then the man she believed to be her father, wasn’t really her father.  She had wanted it to be true her whole life, but hearing that it might be true, made her feel guilty.  She felt vindicated for knowing that something was wrong with her family, but she did care about them and missed them.  She felt like her whole life was a lie.
 
   Kept in the dark about a few things, was he kidding?  She was standing in Hell, having a conversation with an angel.  There were definitely a few pieces missing from her life story.  It gave her hope that she might finally find out the truth.  Suddenly the incidents in Hades’ tower and in the Realm of Fire didn’t seem so bizarre.  If her real father was an angel, then maybe she was different from everyone else.
 
   She had to get to the caves and find out what was going on, regardless of the consequences.  With her luck, Hades would be there waiting with a blender and no ice.  He would love to get her in trouble with Lucifer, yet she had to do this.  If Mark were screwing with her, she would find a way to get even with him.
 
   Entering the Throne Room, she saw Lucifer standing in front of his throne as Caleb rushed toward her.  He looked like he was about to tackle and subdue her, but stopped short when he saw Aganon trailing behind her.
 
   “Where were you?” Lucifer called out to her.  He looked concerned, but angry.
 
   Before she could answer, Aganon grabbed her arm and rushed her to the dais.  He knelt before Lucifer and forced her to her knees as well.
 
   Caleb smugly took his place next to Lucifer’s throne.
 
   She had no idea why Aganon was making her bow, but she had a feeling he was trying to help her.  It would have been proper etiquette for a servant to bow to their master, but she had no interest in being a servant, regardless of what Lucifer commanded.
 
   She pulled her arm away from Aganon and stood up.  She boldly looked Lucifer directly in the eyes and ignored Aganon’s attempts to make her submissive.
 
   Lucifer had lied when he said this was her home.  She had suffered the realms, defended herself from a groping Hades, and been lied to by God knows who.  Home was nothing like this.  She would never consider this home, nor would she pretend to like it here.  If her real father was anything like the angels she was surrounded by in Hell, then she wanted no part of him.
 
   Lucifer growled as he stared at her intently.  “What happened?”
 
   She wasn’t sure if he was mad about Hades’ tower, freezing the Realm of Fire, talking to Mark, or attempting to escape Hell, so she simply shrugged.
 
   “Hades’ tower has been damaged.  I have a feeling you know what happened,” Lucifer appeared feral as he spoke.  The tender Lucifer, who had told her that he loved her, had been replaced by the axe wielding psycho version of the devil.
 
   “Oh, that,” she replied with a sigh, grateful he didn’t know about her other indiscretions.  “Hades requested my presence,” she wasn’t ready to tell Lucifer what Hades had done.  She was still outraged by Hades’ behavior, but she didn’t want to relive it by detailing it to Lucifer.
 
   “Why?” Lucifer’s voice went from a yell to a roar.  His eyes were as black as midnight and he was on the verge of going berserk.
 
   Michelle hesitated, but stepped forward.  She knew she hadn’t done anything wrong, except maybe break a few things, and Hades’ spine.  She didn’t think Lucifer would hold that against her.  “He wanted to speak to me,” she decided to be vague.
 
   “I want to know what happened,” Lucifer’s fists were clenched, as were his teeth.
 
   “We had a disagreement, nothing more,” suddenly she couldn’t look at Lucifer.  She could still feel Hades’ clammy, grubby hands on her body and his horrible lips on hers.  She wanted to gag.  Instead, she started shaking.
 
   “Who destroyed the tower?” Lucifer asked in a low deep voice.
 
   “I did,” she whispered.  Fear rose up in her.  Suddenly, she was worried about the possible repercussions of attacking Hades since she was nothing more than a servant.  Lucifer might do something worse than throw her into a realm for assaulting his second-in-command.  He might even call for her death.  Not that she regretted her actions, but she probably should have come directly to Lucifer and tried for a mercy plea.
 
   “Bring him to me,” Lucifer snarled at Aganon, who took off at a dead run.
 
   Within a minute Hades was being hauled into the Throne Room, along with Jared and Azazel.
 
   “Hades, what is the meaning of this?  My mistress claims that she destroyed the Hall of Misery.  What would cause her to do that?” Lucifer was on the edge.  Everyone in the room could clearly see it.
 
   “My Lord, there was a misunderstanding that’s all.  Nothing happened.  No need to get all worked up over nothing,” Hades waved his hand as if the matter was beneath Lucifer’s attention.
 
   “According to Aganon, it appeared as if a battle had taken place.  What was the disagreement about?” Lucifer sneered.
 
   Michelle avoided looking at anyone and tried to make herself very small.  She was afraid that Lucifer would accuse her of wrongdoing and drag her to the realms, personally.
 
   “It was a minor thing.  The room needed to be redone anyway,” Hades scoffed innocently trying to avoid the question.
 
   Lucifer’s eyes locked on Hades and he lunged forward.  He grabbed him by the neck and they were both thrown to the floor by the force of the jump.  Hades tried to pry Lucifer’s hands from his throat, but it was no use.  Lucifer smashed Hades’ head into the marble floor repeatedly.  Lucifer sounded like a wild animal while Hades gasped for air.
 
   “What did you do to her?” the words were barely audible through the growls.
 
   “Couldn’t…help…myself,” Hades choked out.
 
   “I will end your miserable life for this,” Lucifer got to his feet and threw Hades against the wall.  Hades bounced off and landed on his ass.
 
   Lucifer turned and glared at Michelle.  “What did he do?”
 
   Lucifer’s eyes were red, reflecting the fire from the torches.  He looked demonic.  Michelle didn’t know how to answer him.  She didn’t want Lucifer to kill Hades because of her.  Something felt wrong about killing Hades, though she wouldn’t mind watching him be torn apart in the Realm of Ghouls.
 
   “I can’t explain what happened.  I threw him across the room without touching him and I blew the glass out of the windows without moving,” she decided to side step the Hades issue and confess to the part that might land her in trouble.  She didn’t know why she was taking one for the team, but felt like she had to.
 
   That stopped Lucifer’s rage.  “What?  How?” he was calm within the span of a heartbeat.  He looked at her sympathetically.
 
   “I don’t know.  I got mad at Hades and this force rose up and threw him across the room.  I don’t know what happened,” she lowered her face to the ground and braced herself, in case Lucifer hit her.
 
   “You mean you didn’t throw anything at the windows and break them?  You didn’t physically throw Hades?  There was no fight?” Lucifer was confused by her answer.  It was the last thing he expected.
 
   “There was no fight.  I got angry and things started happening.  The windows splintered apart and the glass shot out of them.  Hades flew through the air into his throne.  The force was great enough that it decimated the throne.  I don’t know how it happened, I swear,” Michelle sniffled.  She lifted a shaky hand to wipe away her tears.
 
   Lucifer turned to Hades for confirmation.
 
   Hades merely nodded his head, though his eyes held fear in them.  Michelle understood Hades’ reluctance to speak.  Lucifer had been diffused, for the moment, and as it stood, Hades was no longer the focus of Lucifer’s rage.  She half-expected Hades to try to sneak out of the room.
 
   Instead of yelling, Lucifer took her into his arms and hugged her.  He tightened his arms around her and put his lips against her hair.  “Are you all right?” he whispered through her hair.
 
   Michelle was so shocked by his mood swing that she didn’t understand the question at first.  Was she okay after being attacked or was she okay with the fact that raw power had somehow ripped free from her body?  No, to the first question, and yes, to the second.  “I think so.”
 
   Lucifer pulled back to look at her.  He released her and grabbed her hand to look at her ring.  He let out a breath and smiled at her.  “I will deal with Hades regarding this matter.  I promise you, whatever went on between the two of you will never happen again.  From this point on, you will stay by my side.  You will walk with me as I make my rounds.  I will personally see to your safety,” he took her chin in his hand and looked deeply into her eyes.
 
   Michelle relaxed considerably and nodded.  For some reason she took comfort from his promise.  She knew that she and Hades were far from ending their feud, but she was relieved that Lucifer had stepped forward to offer his protection.
 
   Malcolm entered the Throne Room and called out to Lucifer.  “My Lord, if I may.  I need a word with you.”
 
   “Not now, Malcolm.  First, I need to deal with Hades.  I will address you later.  Leave,” Lucifer ignored him.  He was too focused on his mistress to care about anything else.              
 
   Malcolm hesitated, but bowed when he saw that Hades was bleeding.  He turned and left the tower.  
 
   “Go back to your room while I punish Hades.  I will be with you soon,” Lucifer kissed her forehead and smiled.
 
   She was surprised that he would kiss her in front of an audience, but after everything she had been through, she didn’t care.
 
   “What will you do to him?” she asked in a small voice, avoiding Hades’ gaze.
 
   “Considering that you kicked his ass, I will let him lick his wounds in the Hall of Torment for a while.  It is a special section of the castle reserved for angels who need to be reminded that their actions have consequences.  Don’t worry about him.  He will survive this round, though he will wish he hadn’t,” Lucifer waved to Aganon, who took Hades into custody.
 
   “I’m sorry that I destroyed his room,” she said quietly.
 
   Lucifer smirked and kissed the back of her hand.  He walked over to Hades, who was being held by Aganon in a kneeling position.
 
   “Do you have anything to say in your defense, that won’t get you killed?” Lucifer asked, daring Hades to say something stupid.
 
   Hades bowed his head and submitted.  “No, my Lord.  I accept the punishment for my disagreement with your mistress,” he kept his eyes on the ground and braced himself.
 
   Michelle thought it was odd that Hades would accept a punishment without a fight, until it dawned on her that the reason for the argument hadn’t been explained.  Hades was smart enough to take the mild punishment for the “miscommunication” between them in the hopes that Lucifer wouldn’t pursue the matter.  Hades would surely suffer a worse fate for what had actually happened, if Lucifer’s original reaction was anything to go by.
 
   Hades rose to his feet.  Aganon took hold of his upper arm and led him out of the room.  Hades seemed defeated, which was strange to witness.
 
   She heard Lucifer questioning Azazel and Jared as she turned to walk to the servant staircase.  Though she should have been mad at Lucifer for sending her to her room, there was nowhere else she wanted to be.
 
   Caleb refused to look at her.  She flipped him off, which wasn’t very ladylike, but she had just blown up Hades’ hall, frozen fire, found out that she was the daughter of an Archangel, and had avoided a punishment for kicking the crap out the second-in-command of Hell.  She felt out of sorts and weary, but confident enough not to take his shit.
 
   Deep down, she believed that Hades was behind her trips to the realms since Lucifer had done nothing but offer her comfort and protection.  She wasn’t ready to discuss the matter with Lucifer just yet; otherwise, Hades might very well lose his head.  She needed to regroup before she dealt with Hades.  She also didn’t want to find out that Lucifer was double-crossing her and pretending to love her while sadistically punishing her.  She just wanted to curl up on her bed and cry, which she did, until she fell asleep for the first time since entering Hell.
 
   ∞
 
   Lucifer entered the Throne Room calmly, having worked out his aggression on Hades.  As promised, Hades had survived, but would need time to recover.  He paced in front of the dais, considering the problem at hand.  How had his mistress caused such destruction in the tower?  It wasn’t possible, or at least it wasn’t supposed to be possible.  He wondered what had gone on between the two of them to cause such an outburst.  He had never seen her angry or violent without cause.  He wished he had been there to witness the fight, though it was probably for the best that he hadn’t been; otherwise, his second-in-command would be dead instead of nursing a few broken bones.
 
   He thought back to the incident with Fenris.  He was shocked, not only because she had tried to protect him, but also because she had courageously defended herself.  Watching Fenris running after his mistress had been the worst experience of his life.  It felt like time was standing still as the beast hunted the love of his life.  He had been paralyzed by fear.  It was a terrible feeling, one that he didn’t want to repeat anytime soon.  The only thing that eased his fear was the complete and utter determination on her face when she pulled back her fist and punched Fenris.  There had been no fear in her eyes, no hesitation in her movement.  She had been confident that she would win the fight.  He was pleased to know that Fenris had lost sight in his left eye because of her.  He had never been more proud of anyone in his life.  He was grateful that his woman could handle herself, not only in battle, but with him as well.  Hades hadn’t stood a chance.
 
   Lucifer threw himself into his throne, worn out from his session with Hades.  As hard as he had tried to pry the answer from Hades’ lips, the angel was smart enough to deny everything.  He was sticking with the “misunderstanding” defense.  He knew there was more to the matter, but couldn’t prove it.  He didn’t want to make his mistress cry again, so he couldn’t ask her.  She had looked so small and dejected when asked what Hades had done to her.  He wanted to murder the one who had caused her sadness; unfortunately, he needed the pompous ass to help him run Hell.  Lucifer had no idea what he would do without Hades, though he would find out, if needed.
 
   It was obvious that Hades didn’t like his mistress and didn’t want her in Hell.  Hades did have a point when he said that the girl changed him considerably, which could lead to his downfall.  He knew he was kinder when she was near.  Would he be able to rule Hell with an iron fist while still keeping her close?  He wished he knew the answer.
 
   After a long debate with himself on the pros and cons of having the girl around, he could no longer sit alone in his throne.  He needed to see her.  Before he could convince himself that it was a bad idea to go to her, he was standing in front of her door.  He pushed the door open and saw her asleep on the bed.
 
   ∞
 
   Hades regained consciousness slowly.  All around him, he heard the screams and cries of those unlucky enough to have landed their asses in trouble.  They were all hanging from the ceiling by their wrists, lined up in rows in the Hall of Torment.  The hall had been created to punish the Fallen, the prisoners from the Hall of Shadows, and the souls who repeatedly tried to escape from their realms, or Hell itself.  It was perpetually covered in blood and held more weapons than any other place in Hell.
 
   Every single Fallen had at one time or another been hung from the ceiling like sides of meat and been on the receiving end of Lucifer’s boot, fist, or worse.  One more indiscretion and Hades would win the grand prize, a T-shirt that read “Hell’s Stupidest Prisoner.”  He was elated that they were no longer sentenced to time in the Hall of Mirrors with Serena.  That was something everyone tried desperately to avoid.  Even Hades strived to be good when threatened with that loathsome punishment.
 
   He ignored the angels hanging next to him and took inventory of his injuries.  He still had his head and tongue, which was a start.  His hands were fine, or presumably, since they were numb and bleeding from the shackles around his wrists.  As usual, there were broken ribs and lacerations, not to mention bruises.  He would indeed survive to be tortured another day.  He was grateful that he had managed to keep the particulars of his scrape with the girl quiet; otherwise, he would have never woken up again.
 
   Dmitry, the Overseer of the Hall of Torment and a total bastard, was busy with a soul a few rows behind him, so he was safe for the time being.  He used his time wisely to plan his next move.  
 
   The girl had to go, not only for Lucifer’s sake, but for his own.  If he were insane enough to continue pursuing her to be his servant, Lucifer would have no mercy on him.  He thought about how warm her lips had been and how badly he had wanted to take her body.  He pondered whether he could steal her away from Lucifer and hide her somewhere until he could get her out of his system.  He fiercely pushed the thought away, determined to find a way to get rid of her.  It bothered him that he was no better than Lucifer in his obsession with the girl.
 
   He cringed when he heard a single pair of footsteps in the hallway leading to the room, worried that Lucifer had gotten his second wind.  He was slightly relieved to see Malcolm appear before him.
 
   “I know you’re tied up, but I have a problem and Lucifer dismissed me,” Malcolm folded his arms and glared at Hades, grateful that he didn’t have to bow or act as if he respected the jerk, while in the room.
 
   “You know I’m off the clock.  Complain to Azazel and see if he cares enough to help you,” Hades rolled his eyes.
 
   The only good part about being locked up in the Hall of Torment was that he was considered to be on equal ground with the lowest servant.  Those being punished had their titles and responsibilities temporarily stripped away and could be taunted and beaten by a Fallen or a servant.  He enjoyed the vacation from the endless problems he had to deal with, even if he didn’t particularly care for the beatings.  On the occasions when he did end up in chains, it had meant he’d been careless in his scheming, so he strived to be sneakier and more cunning.  That was the only lesson he ever cared to learn.
 
   “It’s about the girl.  I was told that you wanted to know anything troubling or unusual about her,” Malcolm sighed and waited for Hades to get with the program.
 
   “You have my full attention,” Hades purred hoping that this new information was what he needed.
 
   Malcolm looked around nervously and leaned in to whisper, so that Hades alone could hear him.  “You’re not going to believe me, but I witnessed it with my own eyes.  Caleb threw Lucifer’s mistress into the Realm of Fire and everything was fine.  Then she became irate, really irate.  The flames moved away from her and stopped burning her.  She screamed and this wave of energy came barreling out of her.  She froze the entire realm.  The prisoners were terrified of her and the other Fallen want nothing to do with her.”
 
   Hades looked at Malcolm as if he had just spoken in a foreign language.  He was slow in comprehending Malcolm’s wild accusations.  “She froze Hell Fire?  That’s not possible.  Even those who have command over it can’t do something like that.  You must have been asleep or delusional.  Besides, she is still a servant and has no command over the fire to make it stop burning her.  Lucifer hasn’t granted her that power, yet,” Hades dismissed the insane allegations and looked away.
 
   Malcolm assumed that Hades had been hit in the head too many times since he failed to understand the implications of what had happened.  He knew Azazel would do little more than stare drolly at him, and it his initial conversation with Lucifer had been dismissed.  If he didn’t make Hades understand the situation, he would inevitably be hanging in chains, if it happened again.
 
   “I saw it with my own eyes, Hades.  I wasn’t asleep.  I had just relieved Gresham and had taken up my post when I saw Caleb forcibly escorting her to the realm.  I’m not delusional.  I wasn’t the only one who witnessed it, though I’m the only one stupid enough to pursue the matter,” Malcolm sighed when he thought about all the extra work it was taking to report the incident.
 
   Hades nodded, acknowledging that Malcolm was fairly reliable and would have no reason to lie, at least about this.  He pondered the problem for a moment.
 
   “Hell Fire is the most powerful weapon that we have in Hell.  I had no idea that it could be altered by anyone.  What happened once it was frozen?” Hades was all business while he thought through every possible reason for the occurrence.
 
   “She touched the ice and it shattered throughout the entire realm.  The girl merely stepped out of the realm and headed off to the Hall of Winds.  What was I supposed to do, stop her?” Malcolm shrugged.
 
   Hades regained his composure.  “Has the fire been restarted?”
 
   “Yeah, we got it working again, but it wasn’t easy.  It took some effort, but all is as it should be.  I’m telling you, Hades; I’m not putting her back in there again.  It was difficult containing the prisoners while we fixed the problem.  We were close to having a massive escape of murders.  I won’t take that chance again.  I don’t care what you or Lord Lucifer say.  I won’t do it,” Malcolm didn’t care if his fear of the girl showed through; he didn’t want to become a Fallen-sicle.
 
   “That is not for you to decide.  We will deal with this once I’m released.  I will speak to Lucifer when I see him.  Keep her out of there, for now,” Hades glared at Malcolm.
 
   “Sure,” Malcolm turned to leave, but stopped abruptly and swung around to hit Hades in the face with a right hook.  Then he slammed his knee into Hades’ solar plexus.
 
   “That’s for breaking my arm and ripping out of the socket.  I would do worse, but I’m due back,” Malcolm flipped him off and left.
 
   Hades coughed and spit blood on the floor from his busted lip.  No, he decided that he didn’t like being in the hall after all.
 
   He contemplated the matter at hand.  He was left with no other option.  The girl was indeed too dangerous and had to die.  The consequences of ending her were no longer a concern.  Allowing her live would be far worse.
 
   ∞
 
   His mistress looked very diminutive curled up in a ball on the bed.  He could see the remnants of the tears on her cheeks.  He often forgot how young and innocent she was.  All of this was new to her.  How could he expect her to handle it alone?  She had spent too much time by herself.  It was no wonder that she remained hesitant around him.  He cursed himself for leaving her vulnerable to Hades.  Heaven only knows what they had fought about.  Part of him didn’t want to know, but a part of him assumed it had been bad considering the level of damage.
 
   It took him a moment to realize that her cheek was completely healed.  Fenris’ claw marks should have taken weeks to heal, but there wasn’t even a hint of a scar on her soft skin.  The evidence was mounting and he could no longer deny the facts.  He needed to keep her away from any more stressful situations, lest she start to ask questions about her peculiar reactions to danger.  He had to find a way to keep her innocent of certain truths.
 
   He leaned over the bed and followed the trail of her tears with the tip of his finger.  She stirred from her sleep, murmuring about something.  He carefully shook her shoulder and watched her open her eyes.
 
   “Well, my darling, it seems that we are alone again.  I want to show you something.  I want to take you to my room, so that you might understand me better,” Lucifer was practically purring as he held out his hand to her.
 
   It took a second for Michelle to understand what Lucifer was saying.  She had dreamed about something other than Hell for the first time in her life.  She’d been dreaming of a beautiful angel, possibly her father, though she couldn’t be sure.  It made her want to see him even more.  Since going with Lucifer was the only way to get out of her cell, she accepted his hand. 
 
   Lucifer pulled her from her bed and led her up to the Throne Room.  She saw Dorian and Vincent, Lucifer’s suicide servants, standing guard by the dais.  If she managed to get away from Lucifer, she would have to avoid them if she wanted to get to the caves.  She didn’t care if she had to take them out with Lucifer’s boot; she was going to get to the caves.
 
   Lucifer’s heart nearly exploded from his chest.  She had accepted his offer.  She was neither angry nor distant, and he was elated.  She didn’t seem to understand the implications of accepting his invitation, but he would deal with her naïvety once they were safely in his room.  He was relieved that she was willingly going with him.
 
   They came to a door tucked away behind a pillar on the left side of the dais.  On the top of the door was symbol, similar to the one on her door.  It was a star surrounded by rays of light, sitting on a group of clouds.
 
   “What does the symbol mean?” she pulled Lucifer to a halt.
 
   Lucifer was surprised by her question.  He paused for a moment and then answered.  “It represents my given name and my former position in Heaven.  I told you that I was the Morningstar, the Bringer of the Dawn.  Any angel who looked upon it would understand its meaning,” he sounded sad as he spoke, almost like he was ashamed.
 
   Michelle pondered the symbol for a moment.  If Lucifer’s symbol was his name or what he was supposed to be, she wondered what the symbol on her door really meant.  She dismissed Hades’ original statement about it being a mark of Lucifer’s harem.  She hadn’t seen any Playboy Bunnies lounging around on the dais.
 
   Lucifer led her down a short staircase that ended at a wooden door.  She realized that Lucifer’s room was directly below the Throne Room in the tower, while the servant’s quarters resided below it, though only accessible through the other set of stairs.
 
   When they entered Lucifer’s room, Michelle noted that the room was very spacious and looked like a hunting lodge with animal skins covering the stone floor.  Upon closer inspection, the animal rugs weren’t made from bears or lions, but appeared to be the pelts of different grotesque creatures, like the ones she’d seen in the Hall of Shadows.  One of them looked like a huge scary fox and the other had wings and feathers with a bird face, like a griffin.  Apparently, Lucifer hadn’t been kidding about turning Fenris into a throw rug.  Thankfully, they weren’t still breathing.
 
   She had expected his walls to be lined with heads, given his taste in rugs, but instead, rows of shadow boxes were hung throughout the room.  Each box had something unique on display.  Some items were creepy such as wings or hands; others held old-fashioned swords and weapons.  She realized that they were trophy boxes.  In between the trophy boxes, were normal things like portraits of angels beautifully painted in oils, depicting heroic scenes.
 
   In the middle of the wall was a large roaring fireplace with two black leather chairs in front of it.  On the opposite wall were bookshelves covered in books that stretched all the way to the high ceiling.  The ceiling was painted to resemble the night sky with thousands of stars and a full bright moon.
 
   In the far back of the room, was a bed big enough for more than two people to lie across.  The bed frame looked like it was made from bones, though she wasn’t sure.  She prayed that the firelight was messing with her vision.  The bed had the same black silk sheets as her bed, which made her stomach churn.  She suddenly became nervous.  It dawned on her that she was now in the private domain of the devil, alone.
 
   Lucifer watched her reaction raptly.  He saw the wonder in her eyes as she beheld his possessions and evening sky.  He also noticed her greedily gazing upon his bed.  He too was having greedy thoughts about the bed and couldn’t wait until he had her in it.  He didn’t care about the cost.  He would rather spend eternity weeping on the floor like a child than never touch her again.  He thought about the last time he’d touched her and grew hard in anticipation.
 
   “What do you think?” Lucifer asked indifferently while she walked around, exploring the room.
 
   “It’s not what I expected.  Well, I mean I guess I expected the things you have hanging in those boxes and the skeleton bed frame, but I didn’t expect the books and the ceiling.  It’s more welcoming than I would have imagined.  It makes you more…real.  You’re this mythical creature bent on destruction, yet the fact that you have ‘Romeo and Juliet’ on your shelf makes you a little less intimidating.  It’s stupid, I know.  I honestly expected chains and whips and maybe an iron maiden in the corner,” she smirked, quickly taking another look to make sure there wasn’t an iron maiden in the room.
 
   “No.  There are no torture devices here.  It’s hard to separate myself from the evil needed to torture the wicked.  It takes a toll on me.  I made this place so that I can find some peace, away from the torturing and the violence.  It isn’t always effective, but even I need a place where I can attempt to find some solace,” Lucifer walked up behind her, put his hands in her hair, and leaned down to put his nose in the silky strands.  It tamed his anguish as nothing else could.
 
   She shivered when she felt Lucifer’s warmth.  She was desperately trying to shake off the feeling of Hades’ hands on her.  She moved away from him toward the fireplace.
 
   “Did I do something wrong?” he asked.  He was unsure of himself again.  He had always mocked the men who seemed intimidated by women.  Women were meant to be dominated and pleasure taken from them.  He found that it was the other way around with his mistress.  She completely dominated him, yet she had no idea of her power over him.  He needed to figure out how to please her.
 
   “No.  I’m just a little freaked out because of Hades,” she hated saying it aloud, but she didn’t want Lucifer to think she was upset with him.  He was being nice to her and didn’t want to ruin it, even if she was unsure about him.  She needed solace too.
 
   “Tell me what he did and I swear I will impale him on something sharp,” Lucifer’s rage was growing strong again.
 
   Michelle quickly turned and kissed Lucifer.  She didn’t want him angry.  She was tired of the darkness and the rage.  She needed a reason to be happy.  The only happiness she had ever found here was when she was intimate with Lucifer.  She needed his hands on her body.  She knew it was the only way to forget about Hades touching her.
 
   He immediately calmed and kissed her back.  He could no longer contain himself.  He had to have this woman.  He needed his mistress and nothing was going to stop him.  He lifted her and took her over to the bed.  He set her down on her feet and pulled away from her.
 
   “I want to make love to you.  I know you are inexperienced.  I will attempt to be as gentle as I can, but I must warn you.  I am overwhelmed by emotions when I am with you, when I touch you.  I don’t want to alarm you, but it may be rougher than you’re ready for.  I promise you, I will do my best to hold back.  Don’t be afraid to tell me if I’m hurting you.  I will do what I can, but I know I won’t be able to stop myself completely.  Do you understand?” Lucifer couldn’t believe that he was confessing his feelings to her.  He rarely spoke to the women he bedded, aside from graphically telling them what he would do to them, to make them afraid.
 
   Michelle shook at little.  She was nervous, but also excited.  After experiencing the pleasure he gave her last time, she wanted more.  She was surprised by his warning.  She had expected him to throw her on the bed without saying anything.  She knew he was making an effort to prepare her.
 
   “I understand,” she replied, but then the thought came to her.  She didn’t want to be on the receiving end of another attack.  She wanted to do things on her own terms, even if she wasn’t sure exactly what to do.
 
   She reached out and placed her hands on his chest.  She moved them slowly down to his stomach, exploring his taut muscles beneath his dark shirt.  Lucifer’s eyes were focused on her face.  He seemed to like her forwardness.  She quickly took care of the buttons and spread his shirt open.  His broad tan chest was marred by teeth and fang marks, which saddened her, but she looked beyond his scars to see his beauty.  She couldn’t help but indulge herself and touch his skin while running her nails over him lightly.  She played with the hairs on his chest and leaned in to press her body against him.  He moaned but didn’t touch her.  She kissed his upper body and ran her fingers over his nipples.  She didn’t know where this boldness was coming from, but she liked being in control.
 
   Lucifer’s mind was filled with a bright white haze.  The feeling of her hands, willingly on him, was euphoric.  She was kissing him, something he was convinced she would never freely do.  He allowed his shirt to fall from his shoulders as she explored his upper body and arms.  The section of skin revealed by her dress was pressed against him.  Her skin was warm and mesmerizing.
 
   He felt her hands slide down his stomach and tug at his pants.  Shocked, he looked down and saw her releasing him from his leather pants and pulling them down his legs.  She stood back and gazed at him, completely naked.  He was both excited and self-conscious.  She looked like she was deciding what she wanted to do first.  Slightly embarrassed, he shifted nervously under her gaze.  He suddenly felt bad for all the women he has embarrassed and put on display for his amusement.
 
   He hated the double-edged sword of his raw emotions.  He pushed away his embarrassment when he watched Anjali boldly run her hand down her chest, between her breasts, trying to entice him.  He was panting as she pulled one shoulder free and then the other.  The dress parted and her beautiful full breasts were on display.  Her soft hair spilled across them, making him pine for her.  She looked like a temptress whether she knew it or not.  She stepped forward, took his hands, and placed them on her rib cage.  She then pushed his hands higher and higher until her supple flesh filled his hands.
 
   Michelle was sweating as she thought about the things she wanted to do to a very naked and gorgeous Lucifer.  She could barely keep her eyes off his large, hard erection.  She wasn’t sure how she was going to fit all of it inside her, but right then she was willing to attempt it.  Her body was on fire.  She relaxed into his hands, allowing him to squeeze and tug gently at her breasts.  She moaned when he reached her nipples and experimented with them.  He was busy finding out what made her moan the hardest.  She pushed his hands away, pressed her breasts into his chest, and rubbed them against him.  She was lost to the sensation.
 
   Lucifer pulled the dress from her hips, reached down, and grabbed Anjali by the backs of her thighs.  He lifted her up and she wrapped her legs around his waist.  He held her and kissed her.  Her hair fell across his shoulders and back, causing his skin tingle.  He thrust his tongue in and out of her mouth as his heavy erection reminded him what he needed.  He put his knees on the bed and released her quickly so that she fell on the bed.  They both laughed at the silliness of it.  Apparently, he did have a sense of humor that didn’t involve knives.
 
   Michelle looked up at him and knew she was ready.  He had somehow wormed his way past her defenses, past her anger.  He was the only bright spot in her dreary world and she was ready to accept him.  She trusted him.  If he was the one torturing her, then it had to be for a good reason.  If it were Hades, she would crush him.
 
   She put her hand on his face and let go of everything.  She no longer believed Mark about her father.  She figured it was just another one of Hades’ schemes.  Right now, in this room, she belonged with Lucifer.  She could see the love he held for her in his eyes.  He was sincere with his actions and she believed that he cared about her.
 
   Lucifer leaned down and kissed her.  He carefully laid down on top her and spread her thighs with his body.  He somehow fit perfectly against her despite their size difference.  He was at home when he was with her, only it was better than home.  He had known love in Heaven, but not like this.  She was looking at him with passion and trust.  He was grateful for her and swore he would never take her for granted.
 
   He allowed his hands to wander and explore her lush skin.  When he craved more, he replaced his hands with his tongue.  He took hold of his erection and pushed it against her core.  He moved the head against her sensitive folds and rubbed back and forth.  She was clinging wildly to his shoulders and squirming beneath him as he continued to lap at her body.  He wanted her ready for him.
 
   Michelle was aching as Lucifer’s erection slid across her skin.  She was panting and every part of her was on fire.  She kissed his shoulders and nipped at him, desperate for more.  She couldn’t imagine what sex was like if this was only the beginning.  She didn’t think she could be any more excited than she already was.
 
   Lucifer’s mouth took possession of hers as he slowly pushed against her opening.  Her eyes rolled back into her head and her nails dug into his shoulders.  He released her mouth and kissed his way down to her neck.  He swirled his tongue in the crook of her neck and she gasped.  He pushed further inside of her, but stopped.  Her body was tight and squeezed him almost to the point of pain.  It was amazing, but he feared stretching her too fast.  He knew she needed time to adjust.  He’d never felt anything as marvelous as her body wrapped tightly around him.  He licked around her ear and whispered, “This will hurt, but I promise, if we keep going the pain will subside and you will enjoy it.”
 
   She nodded and braced herself when he surged forward.  She felt him push deeper inside.  It was uncomfortable and then painful, but it wasn’t terrible.  She could handle it.  She’d had worse done to her.
 
   Lucifer’s mind was on overload.  Her sheath closed around him, driving him mad.  He found peace for the first time while still in Hell.  He had never cared for anyone as much as he did the woman holding him, looking at him with passion in her eyes, craving him.  He had to clear his mind and remember to please her before he was lost to his emotions.
 
   Michelle closed her eyes while he continued to kiss her neck.  She tried to slow her breathing and relax her body.  He slowly moved his hips back and forth, creating fiction that was warm at first and then pleasant.  He moved further in until he filled her completely.  She was amazed by the sensation.  She felt closer to him than anyone else.  He licked at her lips and increased the movement.  Soon she was engulfed in sensation, lifting her hips to meet his strokes.
 
   The world had slipped away and she only thought about Lucifer and how he made her feel.  Electricity shot through her and she moaned.  She had to bite his shoulder to keep from screaming out.  His thrusts were amazing as he increased his speed and pushed in and out of her.  She put her hands in his hair and urged him on.  Her body tightened, consumed with pleasure.  With every push, she became desperate for more.  The sensation was growing stronger and sharper.  She didn’t know how much more she could withstand.  Her mind was filled with colors and distorted images.  There was no more Hell, Hades, or torture.  There was only Lucifer and the sheer enjoyment of him plunging deeply into her.
 
   Lucifer knew he was losing control, but she didn’t seem to notice.  The more frantic his motions, the more she moaned.  He slammed his hard body into her and she begged for more.  He nearly lost his stride when she grabbed his ass and urged him on further, tightening her thighs around his waist.
 
   She gripped his body, believing that she couldn’t possibly feel any better.  Her entire body seized up and an explosion tore through her.  Every part of her was humming and dancing.  Her mind was blank and she screamed out.  She clawed at anything near her.  She had never felt anything like this in her life.  She was attempting to catch her breath when another explosion rocked her and she tightened around Lucifer.  A third orgasm splintered her apart as Lucifer yelled out and barreled into her one last time.  His body shook and he took his release inside of her.
 
   Lucifer roared when her body seized his cock and threw him over the edge.  It took everything he had not to bite her or grab her.  Instead, he grasped the sheets.  He vaguely heard them tear under the strain, knowing that he would kill to keep her safe.
 
   Lucifer collapsed on Anjali and gasped for air.  He had never experienced anything like her in all his existence.  Every time he moved against her, he felt his burdens lighten.  She wasn’t just giving him bliss she was easing his soul.  Feelings long ago lost to him rushed back in full force.  He remembered tenderness, he felt compassion, and he knew love.  He loved this girl with everything that he was.  Perhaps he should classify himself a Forgotten because he knew no other than her.  She was his universe now.  She had stripped him of his darkness and he was undone.  Father made him perfect and gave him love, but she made him whole and gave him hope.  He still loved Father, but he would die for this girl.
 
   “Are you okay?” he whispered, attempting to untangle them.
 
   “I’m feeling good,” she sighed contentedly.  She felt little sad when he removed himself from her.  Even though he was lying next to her, he was too far away.
 
   Lucifer rolled on his side and gazed into her eyes.  She was more beautiful than all the women in mortal legends and she belonged to him.  Anjali was his now.  He paused.  When had he stopped calling her Mistress?  He thought back and realized when it had happened.  He had slowly stopped thinking of her as a servant when they were in the Realm of Nightmares, but he knew that they were equals when she stripped him of his clothes.  He had bared his heart and soul to her.  She was no longer a game to him.  He was no longer interested in watching her submit to him.  He wanted her to be with him because she wanted to be, not because she was forced to.  She was no longer a fantasy; she had become real to him.
 
   Lucifer seemed confused about something.  She couldn’t tell what he was thinking and it made her nervous.  She became self-conscious about what they had just done.  While it seemed like he was enjoying himself at the time, she didn’t have any experience with men.  Perhaps she was supposed to do more or should have done something differently.  She was suddenly unsure of herself.  She didn’t know what you were supposed to do after sex.  He wasn’t exactly cuddly.  She remembered that he considered her only a mistress.  Maybe he expected her to leave.  She wasn’t his girlfriend or his wife.
 
   The reality of the situation crashed down on her.  The devil didn’t date.  He used women and then he left them.  She remembered that he had been in New York with a bunch of women.  How could she compare to a harem of experienced women?  She felt cold inside and needed to be away from him to sort things out.
 
   “I should go,” she stood and quickly looked around for her stupid dress, panicked that Lucifer would judge her and her innocence.
 
   She was naïve to think she could take the offensive with someone like him.  He had eons of experience and she only knew him.  Tears sprang up in her eyes.  As she bent down to collect her dress, she noticed the blood on her thigh.  Time stopped.  She had lost her virginity to the devil.  She became sickened by the thought.  What if he had tricked her?  What if this was nothing more than an illusion, like the Realm of Nightmares?  Maybe she was really the prisoner inside of his prison.
 
   “Where are you going?” he sat up, confused by her mood swing.  She was anxious and wanted to leave him.  Had she just played him for a fool?  Had she used him for some reason?  Perhaps he hadn’t pleased her as he had thought.
 
   “My room.  It seems I need to clean up,” she replied in a shaky voice.
 
   That’s when he noticed the blood.  She now hated him for taking her virginity.  It seemed that he could do no right by this woman.  One minute she was undressing him and the next blaming him for ruining her.  He couldn’t take it anymore.  Perhaps she was becoming insane like all the others that he had tried to bring into his world.
 
   “Go then,” he was annoyed that she was destroying his high.  He didn’t need the guilt of this weighing on him too.  He would have to deal with the ensuing sadness anyway.  He didn’t want her to see him crying, so he let her go with a wave of his hand.
 
   Michelle dressed and ran from the room.  She stopped on the staircase and cleaned the blood off her thighs as best she could with the inside of her dress.  She made her way to the Throne Room and stopped to consider her options.  She could go back to her room and try to calm down, or she could resume her plan of escaping Hell.  Lucifer’s rejection of her stung and made the tears spill down her cheeks.  She had given herself to him, and he had treated her like a whore.  How could she have been so stupid?  The devil didn’t love anyone.  He was incapable.  It was obvious that he had tricked her and used her.  She was stupid to trust him.  She needed to get away from all of it, the torture, Hades, and Lucifer.
 
   Deciding that escape was her only option, she ignored Dorian and Vincent and stormed out of the room.  She crossed the bridge and made her way through the rotunda.  Knowing that Hades was still out of commission, she doubted anyone else would be dumb enough to stop her.
 
   Once she was out of the castle, she took a deep breath and tried to stop shaking.  Looking out over the realms, she knew she couldn’t take any more abuse.  She had to find a way out.
 
   Halfway to the Realm of Fire, she remembered her conversation with Mark.  Should she take a chance and find out what was waiting for her in cave number one?  What if he was setting a trap for her?  The Caves of Darkness were nothing to mess with if Hades and Lucifer were to be believed, but then again, she knew better than to believe either of them.  If it were a trap, then it would provide her with a good opportunity to work off her aggression on something that probably deserved it.
 
   What if Mark was telling the truth?  What if her father really was Gabriel?  She knew if she didn’t go, she would always wonder.  She decided to take a chance and see if Mark was being honest with her in his shiny white suit.
 
   She doubled back and took the long way around the realms.  She passed the Hall of Shadows, hoping that no one would notice her.  She followed the narrow pathway along the walls until she reached the entrance to the Caves.  Luckily, she had avoided any of the Fallen.
 
   Michelle entered the Caves and tried to get her bearings.  The walls had fire scones every few feet along the inner walls.  Along the walls were archways that had been filled with large stones.  They must have been the blocked off access tunnels to the surface.  She had no idea if anyone could get through them, but if anyone could do it, an Archangel should be able to find a way.
 
   She walked along the far wall near the light, hoping to find a tunnel that wasn’t blocked.  Her heart stopped when she saw something out of the corner of her eye that she couldn’t identify.  A second later, a shadow quickly ran past her, and then another passed behind her.  Soon she was being swarmed by black shadows.  The shadows thickened and took shape.
 
   Zombies.  Thousands of zombies.  Thousands of zombies, teeth bared, claws extended, were coming at her.  There was nowhere to turn.  They were everywhere.  They grabbed at her arms, legs, and face.  Teeth tore through her arms as flesh was rendered forcefully from her body.  Blood began soaking the ground at her feet and she lost her footing on the rock floor.  She was pulled down to the ground and swarmed.  She could feel each bite and tear.  She screamed out and quickly lost all sense of time.
 
   Hands were quickly pulling her back to her feet as she swung wildly trying to free herself.  She had her eyes closed and was thrashing around trying to hit anything that she came into contact with.  It was slow in coming, but she thought she heard a noise over the growls of the creatures.
 
   “Michelle!” a voice called out.
 
   Michelle opened her eyes and saw Uncle Bob.  She whipped her head from side to side looking for the zombies.  They were alone in the cave and the only noises were the muffled screams from the realms outside.  The zombies were gone and she was healed.
 
   “Uncle Bob?” she gasped, out of breath.  She took a second to restart her brain.  She blinked away the tears caused by the painful zombie bites and calmed herself.  She was happy to see her uncle after all this time.
 
   Uncle Bob looked the same with his black hair and blue eyes, though, instead of a smile, concern and weariness were etched into his handsome face.  He looked older somehow and tired.  His trademark dark suit was disheveled, though she could have done that with her zombie flailing.  His eyes looked haunted, which disturbed her.  She knew that look.  It was the same look that the souls leaving Hell had.  He had obviously felt like he was in hell since she’d died.  Guilt quickly replaced all the other emotions that were warring inside of her.
 
   “Michelle?” Uncle Bob could barely get her name out.  His voice shook and he seemed unsure if it was really her.
 
   “Yes.  It’s me.  What are you doing here, Uncle Bob?” she smiled at him and grabbed his arm to make sure he was really there.
 
   “I’m here to take you away from this dreadful place.  Please hurry; we must go before Lucifer finds you.  I’ve scared away the Shades for now, but they will return.  Are you okay?  I’ve done my best to heal you,” Uncle Bob was trying to pull her further into the cave but Michelle stopped him.
 
   “No.  I’m going anywhere until I know what’s going on.  I don’t know who or what to believe anymore.  For all I know this is giant set up and Hades is waiting somewhere with a camera for when the zombies come back,” Michelle stood her ground.  As much as she wanted to leave, she needed to know it was safe.  She needed to know that Uncle Bob was on her side.
 
   “It’s all right, calm down.  You must have been through a lot.  I understand your wariness.  I was afraid for you.  I sent an emissary, but things didn’t go as planned.  I didn’t care what I had to do to get here, I was going to make it, but I was worried they would find you and stop you.  I didn’t stop to consider the condition you would be in; I only wanted to get to you,” Uncle Bob steadied himself and stood up straight, a bit formally.
 
   “It’s been rough, but I’m still standing.  What are you doing here?” Michelle was happy to see a familiar face.  She wanted to hug him, but she needed answers first.
 
   “I’m not quite sure where to begin.  Mark has told me some disturbing things.  I need to know if they are true, but first, you must see and understand the truth,” Uncle Bob took a deep breath and focused on her for one more second.  He wanted to remember her smiling at him before she started to hate him forever.
 
   Michelle watched Uncle Bob with curiosity.  She wasn’t sure what he was doing.  
 
   Uncle Bob held out his arms and closed his eyes.  A brilliant light encompassed him, making it hard to see him.  Once the light dimmed, she saw the man standing in Uncle Bob’s place.  The dark suit had been replaced by a pristine white suit that had its own glow.  The man staring back at her looked 20 years younger with shoulder length black-blue hair that waved around his face.  His eyes were sky blue and brilliant.  Then of course, there were the ten foot white wings that protruded from his back.  The white feathers were unearthly.  Some were small and fluffy and others were long and hearty.  He was a sight to behold.  The word ethereal paled in comparison.  She felt honored to be in his presence.  
 
   “My darling, I am the Archangel Gabriel, the Messenger of God.  I am your father and you are my daughter, literally my gift from God.  I have wronged you in so many ways,” tears were streaming down his beautiful face.  “Can you ever forgive me?”
 
   


 
  



Chapter 13
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry, can you repeat that last part?” Michelle was stunned.  He had wronged her?  How was that even possible?  He was the one who had looked out for her and cared for her when no one else had.
 
   She took a moment to accept that Uncle Bob was really her father, which wasn’t all that difficult.  She had always known there was a deeper connection between them.  He related to her as no one else could.  The angel part was still throwing her for a loop, though a number of things suddenly made sense.
 
   “I will explain everything to you, I promise, but first I need to know that you are all right.  I need to know everything that has happened to you.  Do not leave one detail out, please.  It will help if I know the truth,” Gabriel squared his shoulders, ready to finally hear her explanation of the events that had shaken his world.  He held back his emotions, knowing he had to temper his reactions to the particulars, so he wouldn’t go into a rage and scare her.  He was dangerously on the edge of losing his composure as he thought about all the horrors she might have encountered in Hell.
 
   Michelle wasn’t sure where to begin.  “I always felt like I was weird and different, you know that.  I couldn’t relate to most people.  You and CJ were the only ones who understood me and cared about me.  I’m ashamed to say that I kept things from you, important things.  I didn’t want you to think I was insane.  You made me feel like I was normal,” she paused, afraid to tell him the secret that she had kept from him for so long.
 
   “My darling, please tell me.  I need to understand.  It has been difficult without you, not knowing what has become of you.  Please, continue.  I will listen as I always have,” Gabriel dreaded the impending words, the words that would explain her death, but it would hopefully ease his pain.  It was obvious that it was difficult for her to speak to him.  He smiled encouragingly as he waited patiently for her to gather her thoughts.
 
   She hesitated, then whispered, “I had nightmares every night.  I dreamed of a place where people were punished and screamed out in anguish.  I suffered with them each night, trying to escape what I thought were demons.  I thought I was losing my mind.
 
   “To make matters worse, I was able to see or feel the sins of the people around me.  It made me not want to trust people because I knew what they were capable of doing.  Weirder still, I could see spirits roaming around.
 
   “I was afraid to tell anyone, aside from CJ, so I learned how to make a game out of it.  It was the only way to get through the day.  I was so afraid that people would find out what I could do.  I thought they would take me away from you and lock me up.  I was afraid to tell you and let you think that I was damaged,” she bit back a sob, which turned into hysterical laughter.  “Of course, being crazy would have been better than dying and ending up in Hell.”
 
   Gabriel exhaled and reached for his daughter to comfort her.  He was stunned by her confession and took a moment to process the information before speaking.  Guilt and anger warred inside of him until he finally settled down.  An odd feeling of peace overcame him and he smiled at her.
 
   “You are not damaged, never think that.  I would never judge you for something you couldn’t control.  I am very angry at CJ for not telling me, but that is another matter,” Gabriel wiped a tear from her cheek, happy to be near her.
 
   “Please don’t be mad at him.  I told him I wouldn’t be his friend anymore if he told anyone.  I made him swear,” she shrugged.
 
   “I can’t blame the boy.  He would have done anything to make you happy,” Gabriel straightened out the hair on her shoulder as an excuse not to look into her eyes as he spoke.  “Is that why you killed yourself, to escape the nightmares?” Gabriel asked an even voice.
 
   “No.  I had found a way to cope with the nightmares.  I hated going to sleep but I somehow made it through my day.  It helped knowing I had CJ to listen to me.  Seeing you made the pain go away, at least for a little while.  I felt safe when you were around.  That’s why I asked you to stay that night.  I had this feeling I wouldn’t have the nightmares and I was right.  For the first time ever, I had a peaceful sleep.  Of course, the headaches started right after that.  That’s how it began,” she hung her head when she saw Gabriel’s expression.  He had looked happy, until she mentioned the last part.
 
   Gabriel nodded encouragingly.  “You have always been a strong woman and because of that I have been out of my mind trying to figure out why you would voluntarily take your own life.  Tell me about the headaches.”
 
   Michelle grimaced, but she owed him an explanation.  “They started shortly after you left.  They lasted for weeks and they were crushing me.  I felt terrible and painkillers did nothing.  While I was sitting in the nurse’s office at school, I heard a voice.  There had always been a voice, but it was stronger.  I know now it was Lucifer calling to me.  He told me that I should join him, that he was the only one who could understand me.  I ignored him at first, but the pain got worse.  The headaches were consuming me.  I couldn’t think straight.  Between the pain and his hypnotic suggestions trying to make me submit, I lost track of time,” Michelle hated thinking about the bathroom and how much pain she had been in.
 
   She could see the strain on Gabriel’s face as she spoke.  It made her realize that she had been insensitive to what he must have been through when she died.  She had never considered how hurt Uncle Bob and CJ were when she killed herself.  It was clear that Gabriel was in agony.
 
   Gabriel’s mind was ready to snap.  Lucifer had contacted her.  The truth tore through his brain like wild-fire, causing him to tremble with rage.  The only thing that kept him from storming into Hell and murdering Lucifer was the shaking girl before him.  She needed him and he was going to stay with her for as long as he could.
 
   “Your family and CJ told me about the headaches, but not the voice,” Gabriel whispered, though there was an edge to his voice that scared Michelle.
 
   “I’m sorry for leaving all of you, but I have no real memory of inflicting the damage on myself.  I didn’t want to die, but I had accepted death.  That’s the only way I can explain it,” Michelle couldn’t look at Gabriel.  He was staring at her, focused on her every syllable.  She was mortified and fearful that Gabriel would be angry with her.  She was afraid of what he must think of her.
 
   “I am so sorry I wasn’t there.  This is my fault.  I should have prepared you better,” Gabriel dropped her hands and started pacing about wildly, rambling to himself like a crazy man.  “It seems I made all the wrong decisions.  I apparently led him straight to you when I stayed the night.  He found you through me.  I will kill him for contacting you.  He was forbidden.  However, as angry as I am with Lucifer, I’m more upset with myself.  There are so many things I have kept from you.  I’m afraid you will hate me once you know the truth.”
 
   She was a little frightened by his intensity and confused by his statements.  She had never seen him angry before.
 
   “I don’t understand.  What do you mean Lucifer wasn’t allowed to contact me?  How did Lucifer use you to find me?  What have you been keeping from me?” Michelle was more baffled than before as ice curled through her stomach.  Something was very wrong.  She searched Gabriel’s face, no longer certain she could trust him.
 
   “I promise that I will explain everything, but first, tell me what has happened since you arrived here.  Tell me what the monster has done to you,” Gabriel looked like he was ready to slaughter someone.
 
   She took a few steps back from him and let everything tumble out, uncertain of what she should say first.  “He made me wear this dress.  He told me that I was his servant.  I was thrown into the realms, by his servant Caleb…” she was cut off by Gabriel mid sentence.
 
   “His servant?  The realms?  This is unacceptable!  I will tear his domain apart!  I will crush his skull with my bare hands!” Gabriel’s eyes were practically red with rage.  He was clenching his fists as if he was picturing Lucifer in his grasp.
 
   “Uncle Bob…Gabriel…father, you’re scaring me.  I don’t know what’s going on,” she took another step back.  She didn’t want him to be upset.  She needed Uncle Bob, her rock.
 
   Gabriel immediately stopped and took a deep breath.  “I am sorry.  I am not upset with you.  Lucifer has told you nothing but lies.  Please, allow me to explain,” Gabriel was infuriated that his daughter had been tortured.  He would deal with Lucifer later.  He reminded himself to be calm for her.  She was the one who had been wronged.  Seeing her tears broke his heart.
 
   She watched him calm down as he put his hand carefully on her shoulder.
 
   “You, my beloved child, were created by God and given to me for safe keeping.  I did everything I could to keep you protected, waiting for the day when you were ready to fulfill your true destiny.  You are a reward, a gift to me for doing a very difficult task.  God created you from a piece of me and breathed life into you.  He took a piece of His light and granted you immortality.  He bestowed upon you His love and compassion for all His creatures.  Then, He gave you a mission, a task that you would carry out in His name.  For this reason, He didn’t create you as an angel, but as a unique being with her own powers and abilities.  He wanted you to do His will but not be His servant.  Your name is Anjali, and you are the Bringer of the Apocalypse.  While there have been many who have tried to bring about the downfall of man, you are the one that was created by God to carry out the deed.  You were created as the final punishment and the ultimate reward for the mortals,” Gabriel smiled brightly, obviously proud of her.
 
   Michelle felt hollow and numb.  Everything she knew was a lie.  “How is this possible?  How I can destroy the world?  I’m just a girl.  I’m mean, I’ve done some strange things, but this can’t be real,” she shrugged helplessly.  She no longer knew what to believe.
 
   Michelle rocked back and forth unconsciously, overwhelmed by fear.  Apocalypse?  How was she going to bring about the end of the world?
 
   Gabriel placed his hands on her face to let her know he was with her.  The vacant look in her eyes worried him.  “Before I can answer your questions, you need to understand your purpose in this world.  I was going to explain all of this during our trip to Norway,” Gabriel paused to gather his thoughts.  “When humanity is on the brink of destroying itself because evil has taken over the hearts of the mortals and they no longer love God enough to abide by His rules, then all will be eliminated.  God created you to literally stop the world once the mortals fall too far from His grace.  Inside of you, there is an unfathomable power that allows you to create storms, earthquakes, and floods.  You have enough power to make the moon and the sun fall from the sky.  You will destroy every living soul and decimate the Mortal Realm until nothing is left.  When God allows the heavenly souls to return to the world, they will have to create a new society, a new paradise.
 
   “Once an Apocalypse is started, Purgatory will cease to exist and all the mortals will be vanquished, their souls will be sent to either Heaven or Hell, including the spirits stuck in the Mortal Realm.  The Heavenly bound souls will learn what they can from God and bask in His love.  The wicked will be punished in Hell until they are ready to enter the new world, free from their sins.  You are the one who will help make that a reality.”
 
   Michelle looked down at the ground and tried to listen to Gabriel, but couldn’t breathe.  “Floods?  Storms?  How am I going to do that?  I can’t even leave Hell,” she muttered to herself as her stomach twisted.  She trembled, imagining the world splitting apart in a torrent of storms and disasters.  Even though the images were terrifying and unbelievable, she knew deep down Gabriel spoke the truth.
 
   He hugged her and held her close to him.
 
   “I know this is a lot to take in.  I wanted to explain this time and again, but I couldn’t find the words.  I wanted to save you from the pain of knowing what was expected of you.  Forget about Lucifer’s lies, you must have faith that you can do this.  I assure you, once it is time, you will accomplish this task, and moreover, you will want to,” Gabriel understood how hard it was for her to hear the truth but it was time for her to know.
 
   Michelle felt like she’d just been kicked in the gut.  “Why?  Why me?  I don’t want to kill people.  I don’t want to end things, even if it’s for a good cause,” Michelle began hyperventilating.  She looked to Gabriel for guidance.
 
   “It is what you were created for and I am proud of you.  I love you.  However, I must warn you.  Your power can be hard to control and even I do not know all of your abilities yet.  I have spent more time trying to keep you hidden and safe.  I’ve never allowed you to explore your power and test your limits.  It has not been an easy journey for either of us.  It is clear that you prepared yourself, without realizing it.  The nightmares you spoke of, I believe they were visions.  You saw and felt what a soul must endure while in Hell as a way of understanding what happens once you condemn the wicked.  I’m hoping it was your subconscious teaching you to be patient and keep you from judging the mortals too harshly.  As for seeing spirits, you will be the one to free them from their earthly prison, and condemn the evil spirits to Hell so that they might finally repent for their sins.  The most important ability is your gift of seeing the sins of the mortals, which will help you know when it is time to end the world.  I’m glad you were able to make a game of it as a way of coping since mistakes have been made in the past, and many have suffered,” Gabriel looked away, afraid to continue.
 
   She had the impression she did something unforgivable based on his expression.  “What happened?  Something bad happened, I can tell.  What did I do?” she tried to keep her hands from shaking but it was useless.
 
   Gabriel looked guilty and took a deep breath.  His voice was so low she could barely hear him.  “When you were created, you lived in Heaven with me and the other angels.  You were surrounded by good, and you knew nothing of evil.  I decided to bring you to the Mortal Realm to visit the mortals that had been cast out of Paradise.  I wanted you to see how far they had fallen from grace so that you would learn about them and be able to identify their sins.  Some were trying very hard to be good people, but there were those who chose to turn their backs on God.  You were outraged.  You said that they should be condemned to suffer.  I tried to explain to you that it wasn’t time to start an Apocalypse, that their crimes weren’t worthy of it.  I told you that I merely wanted you to experience what sins were like.  You didn’t understand the difference between minor sins such as lying or anger towards another, compared to murder or vengeance.  You decreed that they all must die.  I was able to stop you from destroying them, but not before you unleashed an Ice Age that lasted 300 years.  The mortals barely survived it,” Gabriel stared at the ground as he spoke.
 
   “I was responsible for an Ice Age?” Michelle was horrified.  “I’m sorry.  I can see that you’re still mad at me.  I don’t remember any of this,” the tears were falling from her face as she mourned her actions.  She suddenly understood why she was being punished in Hell.
 
   “No, it’s not your fault.  You did what you were supposed to do.  It was my failing because I didn’t teach you about evil.  I didn’t teach you all the things you needed to know so that you would be prepared.  The Ice Age happened because you were too innocent in your thoughts.  I coddled you.  You have to understand.  I love you, so much.  I never wanted you to suffer these burdens.  I wanted to protect you from the harsh realities that you would have to face.  I am the one who kept you from your destiny.  I was selfish and wanted to keep you safe from even yourself.  I am sorry that my love for you has hindered you at every turn.  I was never able to make the impossible decision to let you fulfill your purpose,” Gabriel hung his head in shame as tears rolled down his cheeks.
 
   “Is that why I’m in Hell, because I created an Ice Age?” Michelle couldn’t breathe.  Apparently, she did deserve to be punished in the realms.  Her hope of leaving was shattered.  Hell was where she belonged.
 
   “No.  After you accidentally unleashed your power, I met with Father.  It was decided that you would live as a mortal so that you could learn from them.  You were sent to live in the Moral Realm because of the Ice Age, but I am not angry about what you did.  Before you were sent to live among them, I bound your power as tightly as I could.  You were born into the Mortal Realm as one of them, in mortal form.  You have lived countless lives.  Every time you died, you were quickly reincarnated, and you never spent one day in Heaven, Hell, or Purgatory.  You needed to understand the mortals and their ways.  I made sure you lived as a peasant, a princess, a slave, and a pauper.  Your knowledge of the mortals will help you decide when and how to unleash your power upon them.  All of those memories were locked away deep inside of you, until you needed them,” Gabriel watched his daughter try to comprehend her destiny.
 
   A thought occurred to her that made her sick.  “Is that why Lucifer wanted me, because I am evil?  I can feel it.  I can feel something burning and clawing inside of me, especially when I’m upset or angry.  Maybe that’s why I can see the sins of the mortals.  Something inside of me reacts to their darkness, something that wants to come out.  I sometimes know things that I shouldn’t, like when people are lying,” Michelle started to sob.  She knew that whatever was inside of her was appallingly evil.
 
   “You are not evil, my child, and that is not why Lucifer wanted to take possession of you.  What you feel inside is the power that God has granted you.  It is His wrath, His frustration, and His disappointment in the mortals for choosing to stray from His love and choosing to do evil.  It reacts to the evil in their souls.  Your power wants to lash out and punish them.  While your power is intense, it is not evil.  It is overwhelming, I know.  You have struggled with it your entire existence.  You have enough power to destroy everything, but that doesn’t mean you have to.  You can control it.  I know you can.  God foresaw the difficulties that this power would bring you, and that is why He gave you a part of His love.  You have an enormous sense of compassion and a tremendous ability to love and forgive people.  You feel the love that God has for all His creations, good and bad.  Never think that you are an instrument of evil.  You are hope, hope for a better world.  The difficulty comes from finding a balance between forgiving the mortals for their sins and punishing them when they are beyond redemption,” Gabriel smiled at Michelle with pride and love in his eyes.
 
   “I didn’t ask for this,” Michelle understood that the fate of the world was in her hands, literally.  She felt suffocated and dizzy.  Her stomach churned and a wave of nausea hit her.
 
   “You should consider it an honor to be the Bringer of the Apocalypse.  It requires a steady hand and a giving heart.  If this kind of power fell into the wrong hands, someone could destroy without thought or consequence; they could wipe out every last person in the Mortal Realm without just cause.  It takes someone who understands tolerance and has the experience and wisdom to know when to destroy and when to forgive.  That person must mourn the lives lost, so that they don’t want to kill, though they know they must.  You are the right person to hold this power because you don’t want to destroy everyone.  Many others in your place would fail.  They don’t have the love inside of them that you have.  You just need to control that power,” Gabriel’s eyes shone as he looked at her.  She was so dear to him.  He loved her so much but knew he needed to let go of her a little so that she could find a way to fulfill her destiny.
 
   “God made me live as a mortal so that I would know what it was like to be one of them and to learn what it’s like to make choices?  Lucifer talked about free will destroying the mortals.  You wanted me to understand the choices they made to become good or evil?” Michelle asked, trying to absorb everything Gabriel had told her.
 
   “Yes.  You’ve had to steal food because you were hungry.  You’ve had to send warriors off to battle for a greater good.  You’ve had to kill to survive against attackers.  Once you understand all the gray areas between good and evil, it becomes harder to judge people for their actions.  Heaven and Hell are literal and straight forward, but not always fair and just.  We condemn mortals to Hell for killing in self-defense and punish them.  We don’t see in varying shades between light and darkness.  You can see the problem this creates.  Would you punish a person who killed in self-defense because a criminally insane man attacked him, intent on murdering him?” Gabriel waited patiently for her answer.  As much as he had failed her, he knew he had prepared her for this moment.
 
   “No.  I couldn’t condemn him.  I can understand why he did it.  I know God doesn’t approve of killing for any reason, but I understand the survival instinct of a person who doesn’t want to die.  I know I would defend myself if someone attacked me.  I might even kill to stay alive, but I wouldn’t end the world because someone killed to defend their existence,” Michelle could see Gabriel’s relief as she spoke.  Perhaps she had learned something.
 
   “Exactly.  That is what living as a mortal has done for you.  You understand the subtlety of what is considered right and wrong.  One small choice shouldn’t end the world.  The problem is, you need all of your memories from all of your lives to be able to know when it is time to end things.  Along with the light and love of God, you will use your memories and your love of humanity to temper your desire to use your power.  I did what I could to help bind your powers until you were ready and able to use them.  The ring on your hand is a part of that,” Gabriel lifted her hand so that she could see her ring.
 
   “Lucifer had a serious interest in it when I arrived,” she remembered how nervous he had been when he saw it.  Even Hades had reacted oddly to it.
 
   “It is a powerful item.  Never lose it.  It was very difficult to come by.  It helps to hold back your power and fortifies the gates.  If you were to take it off, the full power of your destructive abilities would be at your disposal.  It would be like unlocking an arsenal.  It will be difficult for you to control your power until you transcend this mortal form and become what you once were,” Gabriel feared for his daughter and hoped she could handle the information he was giving her.
 
   “This force inside of me blew Hades across the room when he…when he touched me.  My ring was still on.  I got angry with him and this heavy feeling rose to the surface.  I pushed it out of me and he went flying across the room.  After that, I somehow made the Realm of Fire burn hotter, while standing inside of it.  I pushed the flames away from me, until I inadvertently froze the realm,” Michelle was still freaked out by what had happened.
 
   “He dared to touch you?  What about Lucifer?  Never mind.  Were you able to regain control of your power?” Gabriel was back to being murderous again.  It was strange seeing him look so dangerous.  She knew the angels were fearsome, but to see a Heavenly Angel’s fury was a scary sight to behold.
 
   “It wasn’t easy, but I did it,” she shrugged.  She wondered what would have happened if she had taken off the ring.  She might have accidentally killed Hades.
 
   “It seems that even the ring can’t completely bind your abilities when you allow your anger to take control.  You will have to be mindful of that.  Anger is not an emotion that will help you.  It is a temptation and you must push it away.  You must rely on your love and compassion to reign in your power.  Though, I have to say I’m glad you were able to keep Hades away from you and save yourself from burning in the fires,” Gabriel smiled at her.
 
   Michelle looked away, ashamed.  She really didn’t want to talk about men with her father, but she needed advice.  “Hades has done everything he can to make me feel insignificant.  Lucifer has been mostly kind to me.  He told me that he loves me, but I’m not sure what to believe.  He says things that make me care for him and then turns away from me.  I don’t know what to do,” Michelle sighed.  Her life was a mess and she didn’t know how to begin to fix it.
 
   “You can start by taking your rightful place and becoming what you were meant to.  None of this was meant to happen.  I swear it.  I tried to cover every possible outcome, tried to close every damned loophole, deny him all options, and the foul beast still won,” Gabriel was seething and back to pacing.  He ranted on about Lucifer using some swear words she was sure Heavenly Angels weren’t allowed to use.
 
   “My rightful place?  What do you mean?  Aside from destroying the world, what am I supposed to do?”  Hope once again flooded her.  Maybe there was another way out of Hell.
 
   “You weren’t supposed to come here like this.  Lucifer tricked both of us.  He will pay for his part in this, I assure you.  You were never supposed to die by your own hand and end up at his feet.  It’s true, your destiny lies in Hell, but you were never meant to suffer here.  You, my dear, should be ruling Hell next to Lucifer.  That is the deal I made with him,” Gabriel’s eyes narrowed.  He looked like he was bracing himself for impact.
 
   “You made a deal with Lucifer that sent me to Hell?” the cave became very dark and sound no longer existed.
 
   ∞
 
   Lucifer needed to speak to his mistress.  After debating with himself for over an hour, he finally gave up and sent Aganon to retrieve her.  He finally understood what was happening to her.  After she had slighted him, he went back over every conversation and interaction he’d had with her.  He had been intolerably cruel when he forced her to please him the first time.  He accepted that he must have terrified her with his animalistic tendencies in bed.  He scared her by showing her the Realm of Nightmares and almost lost her to Fenris in the Hall of Shadows.  This was the problem inherent to having someone by his side.  No matter what he did, he couldn’t be gentle and kind.  His world was filled with violence, and he had to react violently to it.  He was a monster, admittedly, but someone as innocent as Anjali could never accept him or his world.  He thought it would be different this time.  She made it easy for him to love her and act compassionately toward her, but it apparently wasn’t enough.  Maybe Hades was right, maybe he needed to give her up.  He couldn’t win with her and he didn’t want to see her dismayed.  He ultimately decided he would have to let her go.  It would be unbearable but it was the only way to make her happy.
 
   “Master, she’s gone.  I have searched everywhere and I can find no trace of her.  Vincent and Dorian were the last to see her when she left the Throne Room headed for the rotunda.  They said that she appeared distressed.  Sebastian hasn’t seen her either,” Aganon panted as he burst through Lucifer’s bedroom door, having run from the realms.
 
   “Gone?  That’s not possible.  If Sebastian hasn’t seen her in the Hall of Winds and Hades has been chained up, then there’s no reason for her to be missing, unless…,” he couldn’t make himself say the words.  The Caves were the only possible place she could be.  She could very well be dead.  “Round up the servants and search again.  Tell Azazel to search the realms and make sure she wasn’t accidentally dragged into one.  Have him report to me immediately.  Release Hades and tell him to wait for me in the Throne Room.  Tell him what is happening.  I’m going to search for her in the Caves,” Lucifer yelled, pushing past Aganon.  He didn’t wait for the boy to respond.
 
   


 
  



Chapter 14
 
    
 
   Michelle’s heart was broken.  “My own father made a deal with Lucifer,” she muttered to herself.
 
   She saw what happened to people when they made deals with Lucifer.  They became his bitches.  How could her own father do something like that to her?  He was obviously still angry with her for turning the world into an ice chest for a few hundred years.
 
   “Anjali, you must listen to me, I know you must hate me, but please listen to my reasoning.  I swear that I tried to do my best for you,” Gabriel was weeping as hung his head, unable to look at her.
 
   Tears blurred her vision and she felt cold and numb.  Her hope was crushed and she felt empty.  “I understand what I did to deserve this place.  I understand why you had to send me here.”
 
   He lifted his head and grabbed her shoulder.  “No.  You did nothing wrong.  You have been everything that a father could want in a daughter.  I sealed your fate because of my love for you and for the mortals.”
 
   Michelle couldn’t look at him.  She was unmoved by his tears.  She felt brittle, afraid that she would crumble apart.  The man that she knew, loved, and trusted had thrown her into the pit of despair.  Rule Hell?  The only the thing she ruled was agony.  She realized that she was on her own.  She could no longer trust anyone.  She closed her eyes, trying to figure out what to do.  If she could break out of Hell, she could get away from everyone.  The psych ward ironically was looking like her best bet right about now.
 
   Gabriel flinched when she pulled away from him.  He knew his daughter would be lost to him if he didn’t explain quickly.  “The destruction inside of you brought about an unforeseen problem.  There were many who came looking for you because of it.  It was like a beacon for evil to follow.  Rogue Angels sought you out to corrupt you so that you would use your power against humanity as a way of getting back at God, or they outright tried to kill you.  Creatures born of evil hunted you; they were drawn to your destructive nature.  I kept you safely hidden from all of them, until Lucifer found you,” Gabriel sighed.  It was the worst day of his existence.
 
   “Lucifer knew me before, when I lived in the Mortal Realm?” given Lucifer’s tendencies to leave out important details, she wasn’t really surprised.  A number of things finally made sense, and her sadness was replaced with anger.
 
   “I wasn’t able to spend much time with you, just like in your last life.  I'm sorry for that.  I would have drawn too much attention.  I hated leaving you with strangers, but I had to protect you from everyone and everything.  There were times when someone got close to finding you, and I had to move you.  Of course, I should have known that I couldn’t hide you from Lucifer forever.  The Fallen knew of your existence, but they were warned to stay away from you.  I don’t know what made Lucifer decide to try to unleash your power, but there was no stopping him; he was obsessed.  He was like a bloodhound when it came to you.  I don’t know how he kept finding you, but he was relentless.  You don't know how many times he was only a hair’s breath away from obtaining you.  I almost killed him when he did get to you.  I came so close, yet I couldn't do it.  I couldn’t kill my brother,” Gabriel whispered, his voice giving out.
 
   “What happened?” sympathy welled up inside of her.  Her father had protected her from harm.  She was ashamed of herself for questioning his intentions.  She could easily understand the burden of keeping her safe and the fear he must have felt when Lucifer found her, having dealt with the deranged angel.
 
   “The first time he found you was about five millennia ago, but he didn’t get close enough to touch you.  He hunted us on and off for the next fifteen hundred years, but then he finally found you.  That’s when it when it happened.  Though you had lived many lives by that time, you hadn’t experienced pure evil.  Lucifer was drowning in darkness.  His evil broke through the layers of protection that bound your power and unleashed the full force of it for a split second.  You reacted to the intense depravity inside of him.  You accidentally started an earthquake that nearly destroyed an entire civilization.  Fires erupted and razed the buildings to the ground.  Floods destroyed crops.  Nothing was left standing.  You came close to starting an Apocalypse, but the devastation wasn’t complete.  For the survivors, a Dark Age began,” Gabriel hated telling his daughter about her past.  He didn’t want her to wallow in guilt for things that were beyond her control.
 
   “So I blew everything up,” she hung her head.  She didn’t know if she wanted to hear any more.
 
   No matter what Gabriel said, she knew that she was the bad guy.  She chuckled at what Lucifer had told her about the Fallen being the monsters.  Despite all the bad things they had done, she was fairly certain that they hadn’t created a Dark Age.  In truth, she was worse than the devil.
 
   “It was Lucifer’s fault.  He knew better than to come after you.  No one was supposed to touch you, Heavenly or Fallen.  Everyone understood the consequences, yet Lucifer was out of his mind when he found you.  He was bent on destroying the world.  In some ways, I don’t blame him.  I understand his burden and know how much he suffers because of the wicked.  Yet, after he touched you, he was suddenly bewildered and scared.  He looked shaken, but I couldn’t understand why.  He had gotten what he wanted.  He wanted you to destroy the world, yet when you unleashed your power, he seemed upset by the damage.  At the time I didn’t care, I took you and ran.  I had to explain to God what had happened.  He told me that you weren’t ready yet, that you needed more time and more wisdom that came with experience in the world.
 
   “A few months later Lucifer came to me and offered me a deal.  He said that your power wasn’t meant for the Heavens or for the Mortal Realm, that you were too dangerous.  He said that if his evil could tear apart your safeguards, then you weren’t ready.  Heaven was too peaceful and caused you to react violently to evil.  The world had given you mortal experiences, but you needed to understand the true evil contained within Hell, just as the Fallen had done.  He believed that the more you were around the souls in Hell, the less harshly you would react to them.  It was agreed upon by both of us that once you had gained enough experience in the Mortal Realm you would shed your mortal form and become Anjali again.  You would reside in Hell so that you could increase your knowledge of the malevolent side of humanity.  Neither of us wanted an enemy of God to take possession of you and cause another Dark Age.  Lucifer swore to protect you.  Stupidly, I believed him.  I was afraid you would react badly to the evil in Hell, but he said that he would help you.  You have to know that it wasn’t easy for me to make a deal with Lucifer.  I regretted it immediately, which is why I kept the truth from you.  I hope you can learn to forgive me someday,” Gabriel hung his head in shame.
 
   Michelle could see that Gabriel hated the thought of sending her to Hell, but he believed it was the right thing to do, not only to protect her, but also to keep the mortals safe from any more accidents.
 
   “You did what you had to do.  I don’t want to accidentally end the world,” Michelle was still rattled from finding out that she was supposed to kill everyone.  Lucifer’s deal was icing on the cake.
 
   She thought about Lucifer’s reaction to her.  She finally understood why he wanted her and why he was purring with delight when she arrived.  He was planning to use her to destroy the world.  He had won.  He had finally gotten his prize.  She needed to make sure that Lucifer never used her power to harm anyone.
 
   “You have to understand, I didn’t just hand you over.  I made a deal, a contract, which means I was supposed to be granted certain provisions.  I tried to provide as much protection for you as I could.  The deal was he had to wait until you were ready to transition from the Mortal Realm to Hell and take on your duties.  I was responsible for setting the date, but only when I thought you were ready.  I kept pushing it off by reminding him of the Dark Age, so he gave me a lot of leeway.  He was not to come near you or have any correspondence with you, nor was he to send any minions or emissaries to contact you.  Apparently, I failed to mention mental communications, which is how he finally got to you.  He was to protect you at all times, which means that you were never meant to be tortured, nor used for his own evil purposes.  When I see him again, I’m going to bury him for hurting you.  He wasn’t allowed to kill you in mortal form and snatch your soul, so he made you take your own life.  He guaranteed me that you would be royalty.  Instead, the miserable low life-backstabbing piece of shit turned you into his personal servant and slave, only to torture you.  I vow to you, I will kill him for his betrayal!” Gabriel roared as he clenched his fists.
 
   “Don’t worry, Father; I plan on confronting Lucifer now that I know the truth,” Michelle squared her shoulders and imagined tossing Lucifer into the Realm of Teeth for a while.  If her birthright was to be the Bringer of the Apocalypse, then she was going to remind Lucifer of that fact.  She didn’t want to kill him, but she wanted vengeance.
 
   Gabriel immediately calmed.  He was concerned about the intense look in her eyes.  He knew that look and it frightened him.  “Yes, I believe that you can handle Lucifer, but please contain your rage.  Allow me to be angry on your behalf.  I have enough reason to lash out at my brother.  Please, understand that making the deal was unbearable.  It took me forever to finally set the date for you to enter into Hell.  I was supposed to hand you over during the autumn after your 18th birthday, or rather Michelle’s birthday.  She was to be your last life in the Mortal Realm.  That’s why I was going to travel with you during the summer, so that I could explain everything and finally be able to spend time with you.  He not only broke our contract, but he cheated me out of spending time with you for the first time since you left Heaven,” Gabriel regretted not being able to show her the world.
 
   Michelle finally understood Gabriel’s rage.  He had been deprived of spending time with her.  He loved her and cared for her enough to want to be close to her for the first time in centuries and Lucifer had crushed his dreams.
 
   “I was looking forward to traveling with you and CJ.  You don’t know how much I wanted to spend time with you,” she sniffled and hugged him.
 
   “I too was looking forward to it.  I’m sorry that I had to tell you the truth like this, in this dreadful place.  As much as I hate the idea of you residing in Hell, it wasn’t meant to be like this, I swear it.  You were meant to be bowed to, not to bow to Lucifer as his servant,” Gabriel grumbled as he pulled at his hair.  “Once the appointed date came, a ceremony was supposed to take place and your immortal form would be restored.  Your memories would be unbound and your full power would be at your disposal.  You would take your place at Lucifer’s left side, while Hades resided at his right.  You would be third in the line of succession of power in Hell and occupy your own tower, and hold court there.  You would oversee your own realm so that you could learn what it meant to punish the wicked during an Apocalypse; of course, you found a way to do that through your visions.  I believe that is why you accepted death and joined Lucifer.  Deep down, you knew you were ready.  You knew it was time to accept your destiny,” Gabriel smiled at her.
 
   “I don’t know if ready I am, but I believe you.  You know me better than I do,” Michelle wiped away her tears and stood up straight.  She needed to grow up and be strong.  If Gabriel thought she could do this, then she had to find a way to accept her destiny.
 
   “I do know you very well, my child.  You and I have always had a special bond.  In this life, as Michelle, I allowed your real personality and thoughts to shine through.  I thought it might help you to adjust more easily to what awaited you.  Unfortunately, you have always felt as if you were different from everyone else, because you are.  You always had a hard time connecting to those around you in Heaven, just as Michelle did in the Mortal Realm.  The guilt of one day destroying the mortals has made it difficult for you to befriend anyone, even angels.  There were many who saw you as a weapon, instead of a gift.  They saw you as the Destroyer of the mortals,” Gabriel was sad that his daughter was considered an outcast in his world.
 
   “That’s why Hades looked so scared the first time he saw me.  He almost bowed to me.  I think I’ll visit him first.  You have no idea how many lies he’s told me,” Michelle smirked at the thought of making Hades bow to her.
 
   “Do not believe anything Hades says.  He is a skilled liar,” Gabriel replied.  He was no less of a liar than his brother was.  He’d lied to everyone, including his daughter to protect her.  “Can you ever forgive me for lying to you?” Gabriel fell to his knees sobbing.
 
   “For what?  You didn’t do anything wrong.  I’m the one who couldn’t keep it together and ended up killing a lot of people.  I’m the one who almost destroyed a few civilizations.  I’ve caused nothing but trouble for you ever since I was created.  You’ve had the burden of keeping the mortals safe from me, while keeping me safe from evil.  What else were you supposed to do?  I don’t blame you for anything.  I blame myself for falling apart and losing control time and again.  I blame Lucifer for lying to me and causing my death, but I’m not angry with you.  You did everything you could to protect me.  I love you, the same as I always have,” she grabbed Gabriel and hugged him the way she used to.
 
   “You are the most understanding and loving girl.  I am honored to be your father.  I am honored to have been chosen to protect you.  You are not my burden to bear.  You are my heart.  I love God and serve Him with everything that I am.  He gave you to me to guide and cherish.  I would do nothing less than love you,” Gabriel smiled at his daughter and was overwhelmed with adoration for her.  As much as he hated knowing the truth about what had happened to her, at least he was armed with the facts.  He had many injustices to right, but now he had the information he needed.
 
   “Lucifer will hunt me down if I don’t get back.  I don’t want him to find you.  Mark said you weren’t allowed here.  Please, I don’t want you to get into trouble.  I’ve seen Lucifer’s anger; you don’t want any part of that,” Michelle desperately wanted her father to stay with her, but she needed to be a big girl and handle her own problems.  Gabriel had already done so much for her.  She didn’t want Gabriel to kill Lucifer in anger and have to walk into the Hall of Shadows every day to visit him in chains.  She loved him too much to endure that.
 
   “I’m not leaving without you.  We can sort this entire mess out from Heaven.  It will be easier and safer.  I’m not worried about him.  He should worry about me.  We must hurry; the journey will not be easy.  We must go before we are found,” Gabriel’s eyes narrowed and he suddenly looked like a warrior ready for battle.
 
   “No father,” she put her hand up to stop Gabriel from pulling her along with him.  “I understand why you sent me here and I know that it wasn’t meant to be like this.  If you believe that I will learn from the evil here, then I will stay, but I’m going to do things my way.  Lucifer be damned, I’m not going back into the realms,” Michelle felt sure of her decision and it made her feel stronger.  She wanted to stay in Hell to accomplish the things Gabriel had originally intended.  She needed to learn from the wicked, so that she wouldn’t start an Apocalypse without just cause.
 
   “Are you sure you don’t want me to set Lucifer straight?”  Gabriel stood tall and proud, leaving no doubt who would win in a fight between him and Lucifer.
 
   “No.  I think I’m going to enjoy doing that myself.  Please, you need to go.  I can’t bear the thought of seeing you harmed.  I love you father,” she committed his face and white suit to memory for fear she wouldn’t see him again.
 
   Gabriel saw the resignation in her eyes and knew he wouldn’t win this argument.  He knew his daughter was headstrong and determined once she made up her mind about something.  He needed to accept that she could fight her own battles, finally.  He prayed that there would be a Hell left once she was finished with Lucifer.
 
   “I will see you again, I swear it.  I love you.  Remember that always,” he kissed her forehead and walked to the edge of the cave wall near an archway that had a small opening the size of an ottoman.
 
   “Gabriel, tell CJ…,” she paused.  What did she want him to know?  That her dreams were real.  That she was Lucifer’s whore.  She couldn’t very well tell him that she was all right.  She sighed and frowned.  “Is he okay?”
 
   Gabriel tried to hide his expression, but she could see that he was searching for the right thing to say.  “He is as well as can be.  That’s all I can say,” Gabriel didn’t dare reveal any more.
 
   “Take care of him, please.  I will do what it takes to see you again,” she smiled and halfheartedly waved.
 
   Gabriel smiled and disappeared into the dark tunnel.
 
   The world fell in on itself as the full weight of her reality crash down on her.  She’d been trying to keep it together for Gabriel’s sake, but she was far from okay.  She put her arms around her waist and rocked back and forth, trying to sort everything out.  Life as she knew it was gone and forever changed.  She had accepted that there were angels and creatures that most never knew about, but nothing could have prepared her for the truth about herself.
 
   She looked around the barren cave and felt cold, despite the heat.  She was left with few options.  Even if she broke out of Hell, she had no idea where to go.  Heaven was unattainable.  They didn’t want her because she was dangerous.  She could storm Heaven and convince them that she would be well-behaved, but that seemed like a bad idea.
 
   Going back to the Mortal Realm was a scary thought.  She didn’t want to lose control again.  There was a slim chance that she could run away to Purgatory, but she didn’t know anything about it.  She pondered all of her options, but none of them felt right.  She was left with the obvious answer.  Hell was a miserable place, but it was now her home, for better or worse.  She was going to stay in Hell and fight for what was hers.  She was Anjali, the Bringer of the Apocalypse, and nothing was going to change that.  It was time that she started acting like it.
 
   Shuffling sounds around her drew Anjali from her thoughts.  Now that Gabriel and his glowing presence was gone, the Shades were gathering in numbers, watching her.  A few brave Shades dared to step forward and gnashed their sharp teeth at her.  They were hungry, but they didn’t rush her like last time.
 
   This time a new creature joined them.  There were less of them, but they were scarier than the Shades.  They were tall, lanky creatures with long claw-like fingers.  They had to be the Bhakşaka that Hades had mentioned.  Their yellow eyes regarded her with apprehension, but they didn’t approach her.  They had sharp, jagged teeth, which were easily seen through the remnants of their lips that had been chewed off.  Their black tattered robes were covered in blood and they smelled like death.
 
   Remembering what Gabriel had said about the raw power locked inside of her, she didn’t fear the Shades or the Bhakşaka.  She didn’t exactly know how to use her power, but she figured that being bitten by either of the monsters would make her angry enough to unleash something useful.
 
   “You want to take on the Bringer of the Apocalypse?” she turned and glared at the mass of pitted flesh and twisted bone that was snarling around her.  She hoped she didn’t have to fight them.  Standing up straight, she let the confidence build inside of her.
 
   The Shades stilled and tilted their heads as if they were seeing her for the first time.  She glared at each of them, making sure they understood that a brawl was imminent.
 
   The Shades looked to the Bhakşaka, who hissed at them and made them back away into the Caves.  The Bhakşaka looked like they might approach her, but turned their heads as if they’d heard something in the distance.  They sniffed the air and took off after whatever they smelled.
 
   “Creepy,” she murmured.
 
   Anjali quickly left of the caves and crossed through the realms.  She ignored the Fallen who were surprised to see her.  As she entered the castle, she contemplated the best way to deal with Hades and Lucifer.  She needed to figure out who was behind her torture, so that she could ram her fist down their throat.  It didn’t really matter to her if Lucifer was behind her torture, he had broken the rules, and he needed to deal with the consequences.  She was done taking everyone’s crap.
 
   She made her way to the Throne Room and found Hades sitting in his own throne.  She knew Lucifer must be close by or on his way, if Hades was acting dutiful.  He was screaming at Caleb and throwing small balls of fire at the servant, who was hopping around trying to avoid them.
 
   “Where have you been?” Hades was snide as always, yet he looked almost relieved to see her.  She wondered why Hades was punishing Caleb, though she had a pretty good idea.
 
   “Good to see that you are out of the Hall of Torment and that you still have the use of your limbs.  Where is Lucifer?” she decided to ignore his question.  She wanted Lucifer present before she divulged where she had been.
 
   “Yes, regrettably my vacation is over.  He’s not available, as usual, and I asked you a question, servant,” Hades rolled his eyes and huffed out a breath.  He stopped playing with Caleb and focused on her.
 
   “I need to speak to him, now.  Where…is…he?” she asked slowly.
 
   “I see that you have yet to learn your place, Mistress,” he drew out her moniker, hissing the s.  He crossed his arms over his chest and smirked at her.  “I'm still willing to help you.  My offer is still on the table,” Hades’ eyes slid down the front of her dress.
 
   “Oh, I have learned my place.  I'm ready to negotiate, but not with you,” Anjali battered her eyelashes at Hades and headed off toward Lucifer’s door.
 
   “I wouldn't do that if I were you.  You've already done enough damage,” Hades was off the throne and sprinting after her, but she stopped short, turned on her heel, and faced Hades.
 
   Hades tried to stop, but barreled right into her.  He quickly stepped back and straightened himself.
 
   “Breaking your tower was just the beginning.  I plan on doing a lot more damage before I’m done,” she gave him her best evil glare and kicked him in the groin.  She stepped away from him and proceeded to Lucifer’s door.
 
   Hades landed on the floor in pain, sputtering at her boldness.  She had seen the look of bewilderment on his face a second before the pain had swept it away.
 
   She descended the stairs and pushed open Lucifer’s door, but he wasn’t there.  She was a little disappointed since she was looking forward to yelling at him.  Instead, she went back to the Throne Room.  She watched Hades try to collect himself from the floor as Caleb looked on with glee in his eyes.
 
   She glanced up at the three vacant thrones and made her move.  She ascended the dais and sat down in the black marble throne, knowing it was supposed to be hers.  She tried to get cozy, but it was the most uncomfortable thing ever.  Deciding to make a good show of it, she crossed her legs and leaned back into the chair.
 
   Hades nearly had a heart attack on the spot.  He was blinking and sputtering, trying to comprehend her actions.
 
   Caleb’s reaction was priceless.  He looked like he was about to kneel, but looked to Hades for direction.  She could practically feel the fear pouring off the servant.
 
   Before Hades could form a complete sentence, she heard footsteps coming from the bridge.  Aganon and Dorian flanked Lucifer and a step behind them was Vincent.  Azazel took up the rear.  The confused looks on their faces were precious.  She wished she had a camera.
 
   Lucifer stopped dead in his tracks when he saw her.  “Where have you been?  The Bhakşaka in the Caves said they saw you, but I couldn’t find you.  You are lucky that the Shades didn’t attack you,” he bellowed until it dawned on him that she was sitting atop the dais.
 
   “Yes, I was in the Caves.  I was planning to escape Hell, but then I found out that I didn’t have anywhere else to go.  It seems that you are the only one who wants me, although, you haven’t been very honest with me.  That reminds me, I don’t think we’ve been formally introduced; I’m Anjali, Bringer of the Apocalypse, daughter of the Archangel Gabriel, and apparently, this is my throne.  Isn’t that right, Lucifer?” she glared at Lucifer and watched him flinch at the mention of her real name.
 
   The silence in the room was chilling.  She could see the mental gymnastics at work as each person processed the information.  The only ones who didn’t seem fazed were Aganon, Dorian, and Vincent.  Azazel stiffened at her words.  He was certainly guilty of something.  Caleb looked like he was trying to disappear into the floor.
 
   “How do you know that name?” Lucifer had trouble speaking as he quickly looked to Hades with malice in his eyes.
 
   “I can’t believe that you deceived me this whole time.  I actually felt sorry for you and all that you’ve endured in this place.  I guess I should have expected nothing less from the devil.  You bastard.  How could you destroy my life when I only had a few more months left to live like a normal girl?  I had things I wanted to do.  Granted, they may have been silly things, but it was my life and you stole it from me.  On top of that, I have suffered in this miserable place since I arrived.  I know about the contract and the provisions made by my father, which you agreed upon.  I could have sat next to you on this stupid tombstone throne and instead I’ve had to endure every horror that this place has to offer.  I wasn’t meant to be your servant, and I’m done listening to your lies,” she stared Lucifer down.  She was surprised to see sadness in his eyes instead of anger.
 
   Hades looked visibly green and shaken.  She liked the look of fear on his face.  It suited him.  Forget the camera; she wanted a video so that she could replay his shocked response.
 
   Lucifer couldn’t breathe.  She knew.  She knew everything and she hated him for it.  Everything he had feared would happen had finally come to pass.  She knew of his betrayal and how he had kept her from her destiny.  She would never love him.  She would never forgive him.  Everything that he wanted, or at least wanted since she arrived in Hell, was smashed to pieces.  He was devastated.
 
   He looked at her on her throne.  She was magnificent.  She was beautiful and graceful.  She looked like royalty with her head held high.  He would have loved to walk into the Throne Room each day and see her sitting next to him, at his side, ruling their domain.  He never thought he would want someone else sitting in that throne, but it suited her.  She was visibly angry, which made her even more enticing.  He pictured the two of them looking down upon his faithless brothers on the Council and mocking them when they dared to question them.  He would have taken pride in working with her to rule Hell, along with Hades, under his boot.
 
   He immediately chased away the thought of letting her go.  She belonged here and she belonged to him.  Seeing her on the throne, filled with power and confidence made him crave her.  He needed her.  The darkness inside of him whispered to him, telling him that he had to keep her.
 
   Lucifer was the first to recover.  “I’m not sure who you spoke to, but that isn’t the whole truth.  While it’s true you were supposed to be at my left hand, your contract is invalid.  You came to me of your own free will and I do not have to honor your contract, my dear.  You committed suicide and you belong to me,” Lucifer replied, trying to get the upper hand.
 
   “Don’t you dare play the suicide card.  We both know that you were forbidden to contact me.  You cheated.  You were supposed to wait until the autumn after my 18th birthday.  You got inside my head and told me every lie you could think of to get me here.  You are the one who broke the contract,” she sneered.  She could feel her anger rising and she let it.  She was tired of being a punching bag for the Fallen and a warm body for Lucifer to unleash his desires upon.
 
   As Lucifer gazed at her haughty expression, something clicked into place.  She seemed too comfortable in the throne.  She had an air of authority that he didn’t know she possessed.  She looked at home in the throne, as if she had known all along that it belonged to her.  He remembered how she had seduced him in his own bedroom and then left him cold and alone after she had been sated.  The answer had been right in front of him the whole time.  The little bitch knew all along who she was and she was playing him for a fool.  The shy and quiet act was just that, an act to make him submit to her.  She had died knowing the truth.  He had never believed that Gabriel would leave her unarmed and unknowing.  Gabriel knew him well enough to know he would do everything he could to steal her away.  They had probably conceived of the plot together.  He would murder them both.  He would make her submit to him until she learned her place.  He didn’t need her trying to overthrow him, or worse, ending up like her predecessors, crazed and uncontrollable.
 
   “You will remove yourself from that throne and kneel before me.  I am the one who dictates what happens here, not some Heavenly Angel.  Gabriel has no right to argue about the agreement.  The contract was fulfilled when you arrived by your own hand.  Now, you will submit to me.  I am the ruler of this domain and you will do as I command,” Lucifer needed to get control of the situation.  His servants were watching him closely.  She was making him look weak.  No one questioned him in front of his servants.  He needed to make an example out of her for her insubordination.
 
   “Or what, you’ll hit me?  I’m not afraid of you or Hades.  You may be able to render the flesh from my body, boring, been there, done that, but I’m not going to tremble in fear anymore and play slave girl to you.  Release me from this Hell or so help me God I will bring the walls down around you and destroy this place.  Shit, if I can create an Ice Age, I surely can make it snow in Hell!  Oh wait, I already have,” she sneered at him and touched her ring for emphasis.
 
   Lucifer growled.  He was losing this fight.  Hades raised his eyebrows at Lucifer as if to tell him to take action.  If she continued to defy him, the Fallen and his servants would take advantage of his weakness and rise up against him.  He had to show them that he could handle his mistress.
 
   He stepped forward in a rush, intent on grabbing her and pulling from the throne, by her hair, if necessary.
 
   Anjali laughed.  “What?  You’re not going to order Caleb to throw me into the Realm of Fire again?  You’re going to personally see to it this time?  I wondered when you were going to get your hands dirty.  Be warned, return me to the fire and I will turn it into a block of ice, again,” she had finally snapped.  Let them try to take her; she would seriously fuck up the first person who took a step toward her.
 
   Lucifer faulted.  “What did you say?  Have Caleb throw you into the Realm of Fire…again?” the confusion was clear on Lucifer’s face as he turned to his servant for confirmation.
 
   Caleb fell to his knees sobbing and pleading in front of Hades.  That was all the confirmation that Lucifer needed.  The air in the room began to sizzle as Lucifer’s full fury rose to the surface.
 
   We have a winner, she smiled to herself.
 
   


 
  



Chapter 15
 
    
 
   “My own servant has turned against me for the last time,” Lucifer’s anger became tangible.
 
   Caleb quivered at Hades’ feet while Hades pretended that he had never met the man before.
 
   She should have felt sorry for Caleb, but she didn’t.  He had backed the wrong team and now he was in front of the firing squad, again.  Lucifer’s other servants all took a knee and lowered their heads.  They were the smart ones for ducking and covering their own backsides.
 
   Azazel looked extremely uncomfortable and inched closer to the door.  She was dying to know what he was guilty of doing.
 
   Lucifer held out his hand and Caleb was wrenched from the floor by an unseen force.  He flew to Lucifer, who grabbed him by the throat.  
 
   She had never seen that trick before.  She wondered if it would work on her.
 
   “I explicitly told you that she was not to be harmed.  I’m assuming Hades was the one who countermanded my order.  Speak!,” Lucifer bellowed at the servant who was pulling at Lucifer’s hands, desperate to get his feet back on the ground and air into his lungs.
 
   She couldn’t hear Caleb from where she sat, but the murderous look that was pointed at Hades told her the answer.  Lucifer was an excellent con man, but she didn’t think that even he could fake this reaction.  The look of panic on Hades’ face took the place of an admission of guilt.  She was going to enjoy watching Hades burn.
 
   Lucifer crushed Caleb’s throat and then savagely ripped it from his body.  Caleb fell to the floor in a bloody heap.  Lucifer muttered something in another language as Caleb twitched on the floor, staring up at Lucifer.  He was still alive, though barely.
 
   Blue flames ignited across the Caleb’s stomach and quickly engulfed him.  The fire burned hot, charring his flesh in the blink of an eye.  Caleb reached out to Lucifer, begging for mercy.  Caleb’s hands disintegrated and crumbled into soot, followed by his arms.  His feet dissolved into ash as the fire became focused on his torso and head.  What remained of his body turned to dust and sank down into uneven piles on the marble.
 
   Anjali’s stomach churned as she watched on in horror.  She had never seen a man die like that, not even in the Realm of Fire.  She knew that Caleb was gone, for good.  She was slightly relieved, but uneasy about it.  As much as she didn’t like him, she didn’t want him dead.  She would have been happy with bloody and bruised.
 
   Lucifer had long forgotten about Caleb as he turned to Hades, who was backing up to the dais, tripping on the stairs. 
 
   “I was merely trying to help you, my Lord.  She is a distraction, one that you don’t need.  She strips you of your darkness and leaves you on the floor sniveling like a child.  That is not what Hell needs.  I was trying to do what is best for us.  You chose this life above all else.  You were not forced to come here, like some.  You rose to the occasion and I was proud of you.  Now you are more concerned about her than your duties.  It’s maddening.  We don’t have the easiest job, but we knew that.  That’s why we chose it, to show our loyalty above all the ass kissers.  They claimed that they loved Father, but we proved it.  We have both sacrificed so much to be here.  We sacrificed love, friendship, brotherhood, and most of all Father’s light, but now you are destroying all of that because of that little whore.  You are letting her ruin you.  Without the devil, Hell will not survive and I won’t stand here and watch it happen.  We have worked too hard.  Yes, I threw her into the realms, hoping she would tire of this existence and want to end her life.  I will not apologize for that,” Hades’ strength and rage grew with each statement.  He was thoroughly convinced he was doing the right thing for the survival of Hell.
 
   “What I do with her is no concern of yours.  She is mine and no one else’s.  Heaven forbid you have to actually work around here.  Yes, we proved beyond a doubt that we love Father, but it’s not enough anymore, Hades.  We have a thankless job and for once, I want to be rewarded.  She is my reward,” Lucifer stalked closer to Hades.
 
   Some of Hades’ bravado died on the spot when he looked into Lucifer’s burning eyes.
 
   “She doesn’t love you, you know that.  She puts up with you.  She whispers to me of her hatred of you.  She would give herself to any man here just to hurt you.  She has no loyalty and certainly no honor.  She is nothing more than a murderer.  I’m told she had other lovers during her time as a mortal.  If she returns to the Mortal Realm, she will undoubtedly find them and leave you to mourn the loss of her.  Then where will we all be?” Hades was tired of cleaning up Lucifer’s messes.  Lucifer needed to grow up and deal with his mistakes.
 
   “Murderer?” Anjali sneered.  She was going to ask Lucifer to go easy on Hades, but after hearing that remark, she wanted to punch him.
 
   “That is my problem, not yours.  Right now, I am taking issue with your failure to follow my command.  You tortured her, when I specifically told every Fallen in my domain to leave her alone.  How dare you go against my orders!” Lucifer backhanded Hades and sent him crashing into his throne.
 
   Hades wiped the blood from his mouth and quickly jumped up from the throne, swinging his fist at Lucifer’s chin.
 
   Lucifer dodged the punch and countered by throwing his fist into Hades’ stomach.  Hades tripped on the steps and landed awkwardly.  He kicked out Lucifer’s legs, toppling him.  Before Lucifer could recover, Hades jumped on top of Lucifer’s chest and swung wildly at his face.  Lucifer blocked the blows and rolled to his side, effectively throwing Hades off.  Hades tumbled down the remaining steps to the ground.
 
   Hades picked himself off the ground and sidestepped Lucifer, who was racing toward him.  “Yes, I treated her like any other suicide and tossed her ass into the realms.  It was more than she deserved.  How can you love someone who gave up her mortal life so easily?  She is supposed to be a gift from Father, yet she threw her life away.  How can one, such as her, be worthy enough to stand beside an angel who sacrificed everything for Father?  She’s an abomination.  I punished her for her sins, just as I am supposed to do.  I was hoping she would beg me to take her life and grant her eternal peace.  Suicides so often beg for true death, so I figured she would follow suit and you could be free of her.  You can’t see what she is doing to you, but I can.  I am trying to free you from her hold.  You are better than this.  She needs to die and you need to use her death to strengthen your vow to Father.  You need to punish the wicked, so that they may learn from their deceitful ways and strive to do better to achieve glory in Heaven to be with Him, not sit in your room, crying over that whore!” Hades roared through the tower.
 
   Anjali was surprised to hear that Lucifer was in his room, crying over her.  She pondered Hades’ earlier statement about stripping the darkness from Lucifer.  It certainly explained the change in Lucifer’s demeanor when she was around him.  Lucifer had alluded to being different around her.  Perhaps she had misjudged him.  It was possible that he really did care about her.
 
   She thought about what would happen if Lucifer lost his darkness.  Hades was right to be concerned.  If she did somehow turn Lucifer into a cuddly bunny, how was he going to be the devil that Hell needed?  Having seen the Realm of Nightmares, she knew that a kinder, gentler Lucifer would never be able to punish the truly wicked.  They would break free and devour him.  It would be a disaster.  Hades was right; she did cause problems everywhere she went.  It seemed that Hell would suffer if she stayed.  Was there truly no place, where she could go and exist peacefully?
 
   “You are wrong on so many counts, Hades.  My love for her is my vow to Father.  The fact that I can sit in this abysmal place day after torturous day and not end my life is the only way to prove that I love Him, yet I feel no love.  I feel nothing but hatred.  When I am with her, I can feel everything again.  I can feel my love for Father; I can remember the reasons why I am doing this job.  My love for her keeps me from ending the world, something that I have tried countless times to do.  I know Father would forgive me for my actions, but I don’t want His forgiveness, I want His praise for holding strong against the darkness.  We weren’t sent here to suffer.  We were sent here to make the mortals suffer.  We knew it would be hard, but that doesn’t mean it has to be hard.  You have said it yourself, I am the worst of the Fallen, the King of the Damned, but I don’t have to be, Hades.  I don’t have to suffer.  I know the light inside of her lessens my darkness, but I know I can find a way to keep her and still be the Prince of Darkness; I only need time, and patience.  I’m not asking you Hades, I’m ordering you to stay the fuck away from Anjali.  I swear to you brother, I will destroy you if you continue in this endeavor,” Lucifer’s voice was raw with emotion as he stared at Hades, waiting for him to challenge his command.
 
   “Well, brother, I don’t believe that can have your whore and command Hell at the same time,” Hades pretended to look away, but quickly kicked Lucifer in the gut, sending him crashing to the floor.
 
   Hades quickly ascended the dais, grabbed Anjali’s arm, and pulled her from her throne.  He pulled a knife from under his suit jacket and held it to her throat.
 
   Lucifer was stunned when he saw his brother threatening the life of his woman.  He extended his wings and crouched down low, preparing for battle.  He would be damned if he let anything happen to Anjali.
 
   “I forbid this, Hades.  I swear to Heaven above that I will nail your worthless hide to my bedroom wall and make you suffer for eternity!,” Lucifer roared, trying to decide how best to save his woman.
 
   Anjali wasn’t really surprised by Hades’ move of desperation, but she had to think fast if she wanted to keep her head.  “Hades, we can work this out.  I understand your concerns now.  We can find a way to resolve this,” she said, trying to reason with him.
 
   “If this is my final act, then let it be my sacrifice to Father, to prove my love for Him,” Hades tightened his grip on her.  “Even you aren’t powerful enough to survive without a head,” Hades whispered as he pushed the knife against her throat.
 
   Lucifer threw a fireball at Hades’ head, but he was undeterred.  He shook off the pain and embedded the knife further into the witch’s throat.  As much as he wished to possess her, he had no other option left.
 
   Anjali felt the knife slicing through her neck.  The searing pain was enough to cause her to sway and lose focus.  She knew Hades was done playing.  She felt the blood pouring down the front of her chest as her vision blurred.
 
   The shocked looks on the faces of Aganon, Dorian, Vincent, and Azazel were enough to confirm the worst.  She was going to die.
 
   Lucifer leaped up the steps and grabbed Hades by the neck, but Hades pulled the knife deeper into her throat.  She knew there was only one thing left to do and she prayed that it worked.  Madly grabbing for her ring, she pried it off her hand, which was easier than expected since it was slick with blood.  As she dropped the ring, all the tearing and wrenching in her neck disappeared.  All was calm for a moment, until a black haze filled her vision.  It wasn’t the black void of death, but a turbulent and violent black storm.  Wrath and righteousness flowed from her like a river and she reveled in it.  
 
   An explosion went off all around her.  The force of the power that poured from her was immeasurable.  The entire tower jolted and swayed.  All of Hell must have felt the force of the blast.
 
   Anjali looked around and saw that the dais had been reduced to rubble and the walls had cracks running up them.  The ceiling was falling down on the left side of the room.  The servants had retreated from the room and scrambled across the walkway, as it crumbled.  Lucifer and Hades lay among the debris, covered in blood and lacerations.  Both had matching expressions of terror on their faces.
 
   Anjali realized that her power was just getting started.  Winds burst forth from her and knocked out the section of the wall where the ceiling was missing.  Lightening arched all around her, striking anything close to her, laying waste to the marble and stone.  Thunder shook the tower cracking the remaining walls, disintegrating the mortar and propelling the stones into the air.  Fire streamed from her hands and ignited the floor and remaining rubble.  The last bit of the roof collapsed, but was caught up in the gale force winds and thrown through the air and over the side of the tower.  The remaining chunks of wall disintegrated from the intensity of the fire that had engulfed it.  In the end, only the floor was partially intact.
 
   She quickly moved to the edge of the room where the floor was solid enough to stand.  Lucifer and Hades had taken flight on their strong wings to avoid the chaos, though they were having trouble navigating the devastating winds.
 
   With the walls missing, she could see out into the realms.  The Fallen all stopped what they were doing and watched the storm around her grow.  They panicked and ran around yelling to the others to keep the prisoners contained.  They were awestruck as dark clouds formed in the sky above the tower, threatening to unleash a torrent of rain on them.
 
   Anjali surveyed the damage, surprised by what she had done, yet she wasn’t ready to stop.  She didn’t want to destroy a building and scare a few servants.  She wanted vengeance.  She wanted Hades bleeding and begging for mercy.
 
   Hades was hovering a few feet away from the side of the tower, shouting for her to stop the storm.  She directed all of her anger at him and hit him with a downdraft that knocked him out of the sky.  Lightning bolts quickly followed him, colliding with his body as he crashed to the ground.  He had fallen at least 50 feet straight into the Realm of Frost.
 
   She smiled.  Hades would suffer just as she had suffered.  Let him try to take her head again.  She would do worse than electrocute and freeze him.
 
   “Anjali!” she heard Lucifer yelling at her.  He waved his hands frantically, trying to get her attention.
 
   She couldn’t understand what he was saying and wasn’t sure that she wanted to know.  She liked this feeling of power.  She had been treated unfairly and refused to care about anyone.  She wanted to destroy everything.  She wanted to eliminate the very tortures that had consumed her and caused her agony.  The Fallen would suffer the same fate as Hades for their part in punishing her and ignoring Lucifer’s commands.  She would end the miserable lives of all the evil souls.
 
   That thought stopped her.  What would be the point, they are already dead, she murmured to herself.
 
   There was no point in punishing the souls beyond their original punishments.  They were already in Hell and the Fallen were doing God’s will.  God certainly wouldn’t be happy if she blew everything up and disabled the Fallen.  They would have to rebuild it all and the souls would be freed from their realms.  That wasn’t what she wanted.
 
   She looked at Lucifer and thought about what he had said.  She was his reward.  He had suffered in Hell away from God, and was still suffering.  With her by his side, he could remember why he was here.  He could remember why he loved his Father.  She believed his speech to Hades.  He loved her, even if it was for selfish reasons.  Seeing the fear on his face, she realized that Lucifer didn’t want to use her to for evil.  He simply wanted to be happy.  Could she fault him for that?
 
   She tried to pull back the wind, the fire, and the storm, but nothing changed.  She was no longer in control.  The power had taken over and she was simply the vessel.  She tried to push the darkness back down inside of her but nothing changed.  The clouds opened and a surge of water gushed from the sky and instantly soaked everything near it, yet it did nothing to the fire, which raged on.  All around her bolts of lightning made contact with anything left standing.
 
   She crumpled to the ground, unable to stand under the weight of the water flooding the skies.  When she recovered from the impact, she saw that she was no longer unleashing the fire and the winds.  The fall had distracted her enough to regain some of her control.  The storm above her was still raging, but she wasn’t feeding the chaos around her.
 
   From the corner of her eye, she saw Lucifer’s wings give out as the driving rains knocked him from the sky.  He propelled himself forward and grabbed the edge of the servant’s staircase that had been exposed.  He was still yelling her name.
 
   She was suddenly afraid for him.  She knew the drop wouldn’t kill him, but she wasn’t sure about the damage it would cause.  Hades could lay in traction for a year for all she cared, she might even bring him soup, but she panicked at the thought of Lucifer being hurt.  She accepted in that moment that she cared about him, regardless of their problems.
 
   Yes, they certainly had a number of issues to overcome, but he had kept his word and tried to stop Hades from killing her.  He had professed his love for her in front of Hades and his servants.  She remembered how he had made love to her, despite his warning that he might be rough with her.  Regrettably, her own insecurities had ruined the experience.  She only had herself to blame for that.  Regardless of what he had done wrong, she had to help him.
 
   The water continued to pour from above and weakened Lucifer’s grip.  Anjali threw herself across the floor and scrambled down the broken staircase.  She had to reach down over a missing step to touch him.  When she grabbed Lucifer’s left hand, his right hand slipped from the ledge.  She held him as tightly as she could, but they were both slick from the water rushing over them.
 
   “You have to stop the storm,” he yelled over the booming thunder.
 
   “I don’t know how,” she yelled, trying to pull him up the stairs.
 
   “Calm your mind.  Your rage and hatred will only fuel the storm.  You have to let it go.  You have to find peace within yourself before you can control the power.  Your power comes from God, it can destroy, or it can be peaceful and transcend into love.  Contain your anger,” Lucifer’s arms were shaking from the strain of holding on to the ledge.  His wings were soaked and weighed him down.
 
   Anjali rearranged her footing and was able to pull him up just enough so that he could get a better grip.  
 
   Lucifer pulled himself up to the smashed steps and rolled on his side.  He stared up at her with relief.  Breathing out a sigh, he hefted himself to his feet and helped her climb back up the stairs to the main floor.  He tucked her under his extended wing to keep the deluge from distracting her.
 
   “Hurry, you have to stop the storm before it destroys Hell.  I will do what I can do help you,” he yelled above the noise.
 
   Closing her eyes, she ignored the damage that her power was causing.  She knew Lucifer was being struck by lightning periodically, but he didn’t leave her side.
 
   She tried to push away all of her agony, fear, and anger from Hades’ attack and from her torture sessions in the realms.  Hades’ reasons for hurting her were understandable, though his methods for dealing with her were cruel.  Even though he had tried to kill her, she didn’t want Hades dead.  His actions may have been reprehensible, but he was trying to do the right thing.  Once she accepted that, she was able to release her need for vengeance.
 
   With Lucifer at her side to protect her, she knew she would never have to face the agony of the realms again.  She knew she was strong enough to survive them and powerful enough to threaten anyone who tried to return her to the fires.  She felt her fear and anger subside as relief flooded her body.  She was able to take a deep breath and release her negative emotions.  A sense of peace rose up and weakened the force of the darkness.  She needed to take control of her power and her life.
 
   Opening her eyes, she saw Lucifer smiling at her, despite the pain from the lightning strikes and the cuts on his body.  It was the same smile he had while making love to her.  Her heart went out to him and she allowed herself to feel something for him.  Maybe not love, but compassion.  Could anyone truly love the devil?  She admired him for making difficult sacrifices so that he could do God’s will.  She wept for all the pain and madness that drove him to want to end the world to get back home.  If nothing else, she understood the reasons for his actions.  Above all, he was lonely.  That was why she had let go of her mortal life.  His loneliness matched hers.  She couldn’t leave him.  She couldn’t destroy him like that.  She knew they had to find a way to make things work.
 
   She pressed her lips against his and let go of her pain.  The storm slowed down and her power slipped back inside of her in a rush.  She exhaled and slumped into Lucifer’s arms.  It was over.  Her power was contained.  She felt something push against her hand.  Breaking the kiss, she looked down and saw that her ring was back on her finger.
 
   “I found it in the rubble.  Let’s make sure you don’t lose it, okay?” Lucifer smiled and brushed her wet hair off her cheek.
 
   She looked around at the tower and immediately felt guilty.  She has caused this.  Lucifer’s Throne Room had been decimated.  She knew she had to find a way to contain her rage in the future.  Granted, she was being held at knifepoint, but she had to keep her anger in check.
 
   She pulled away from Lucifer and touched her throat.  While she could still feel the blade piercing her neck, there was nothing but smooth skin where the knife had been.  Her neck was healed.
 
   She looked questioningly at Lucifer.
 
   He dusted off his wet singed shirt and smirked at her.  “Your power is strong enough to allow you to heal from injuries, though if you lose your head or your heart, even it cannot bring you back.  It’s true that you are meant to withstand the force of the storm, but you need to able to withstand anyone who tries to stop Father’s wrath, once it’s unleashed upon the world.  An Apocalypse cannot be stopped once the final decision is made.  When you are wielding your power, it will be nearly impossible to kill you,” Lucifer was eternally grateful to Father for making the Destroyer so durable.
 
   He had nearly stopped breathing when Hades pushed the blade into her throat.  He was surprised that Hades still had a head.  Had Anjali not blown them across the room, he would have killed Hades, without remorse, though he wasn’t sure if Hades would have succeeded in killing Anjali.  He knew how close he had come to losing her.
 
   “I know we have much to discuss, but regardless of what I said before, I am grateful that you are safe and unharmed.  I was angry when I saw you sitting on the throne.  I told you I wanted you to submit to me because I thought you were deceiving me.  I wish to explain my actions, so that we might come to an understanding,” he held out his hand to her and waited nervously for her to accept.
 
   Anjali hesitated, but took his hand and played with his fingers.  “I’m sorry I hurt you when my power was unleashed.  That wasn’t my intention, even though I was mad at you.  I’m also sorry about your tower.  I hope you have an awesome general contractor on staff,” she said shyly, afraid his anger would yet again rear its ugly head.
 
   Lucifer had been awestruck by her display of power, yet he liked the shy timid side of her.  “Don’t worry about that.  We have an endless supply of labor,” Lucifer waved his arm to emphasize all the souls in the realms.  “Sometimes we get creative with our punishments,” he desperately wanted to kiss her again, but he needed to explain why he had concealed the truth.
 
   ∞
 
   The tunnel was dark and infested with rats, which wouldn’t have been a problem; if they hadn’t been flesh eating rats, the same ones from the Realm of Teeth, a loathsome realm, one that he wasn’t looking forward to seeing.
 
   Pushing through the tangles of vines covered in thorns, he ignored the sting and continued forward.  It had been centuries since he had traversed this path.  He had been grateful when the tunnels had been sealed up.  It meant that he no longer had to take the long way into Hell.  He had been granted the ability to enter directly into the rotunda and head back to his cell.  Lucifer liked the idea of not seeing him and his brothers walking about Hell.  It was easier to have them far away from his sight, which benefited everyone.
 
   He jumped over the pit and clung to the sides, desperately trying to avoid the boiling acid below.  He mentally listed all the reasons against entering Hell, of which, boiling acid ranked high on the list.  He had gone over the list a thousand times.  There were 490 reasons against entering Hell and only two reasons for it.  Unfortunately, the two reasons were really good reasons, which made the Hell Fire bursting from the sides of the tunnels in various spots more tolerable.
 
   He carefully picked his way across the piles of crispy corpses that had attempted to break into Hell throughout the centuries.  He would have laughed at the idiots for believing they could break into Hell to help someone escape, if he wasn’t the idiot planning to do the same thing.  He needed his head examined.  He had sworn nearly two thousand years ago that he would never return to this accursed place, unless locked in chains or dead.  He certainly wasn’t in chains, so he considered himself a dead man walking.
 
   Reaching the fork in the tunnel, he stopped.  It wasn’t a simple test of left to win the car or right to lose a limb.  If he went left, he would die by slowly freezing to death, starting with his skin and minor organs and on to the important things, all the while, wishing that it had started with his lungs.  If he went to the right, he would be caught in vines that would slowly twist and turn him, until every single bone in his body splintered into pieces.  He would have to wait for the vines to snake around his neck and remove it from his body before finding peace.  Instead, he walked straight through what looked like a solid cave wall and found himself in the Caves of Darkness.
 
   He applauded the deceitful Fallen who had pretended to seal up this particular tunnel, but instead had concealed the opening so they could head off to the Mortal Realm to find pleasure with mortals, without Lucifer knowing.  He wondered how they had kept it a secret for so long, but he understood how sneaky the Fallen could be.
 
   He prepared himself for the Shades to attack, but instead he nearly walked right into the back of one of the Fallen.  Shit, it was just his luck.  He had survived the tunnels only to be ratted out by one of his own brothers.  He didn’t have time to sneak back into the tunnels and wait out the guard rotation, so he decided to make a statement.
 
   He tapped his brother on the shoulder and as, Paris, of all angels, turned his head to look at him, Sacha punched him in the face, sending him to the ground.  Thankfully, he hated Paris and didn’t mind thrusting his sword into his gut.  Paris was too stunned to call out for help before his jaw was broken and his throat crushed.  Sacha didn’t need Lucifer alerted to his presence, especially since he wasn’t sure if he was staying.
 
   He was slightly merciful and choked Paris until he lost consciousness.  It was better than the angel deserved.  Paris had gotten out of hand during a game of cards one night and had accused Sacha of cheating.  Of course, it had been true, but Paris didn’t have to rip out his spleen to make his point.
 
   Sacha dragged Paris’ body behind one of the stones near the tunnels and wiped the sweat from his brow.  He hated the heat more than he hated Lucifer, which was saying something.  He preferred living in places where temperatures over one hundred degrees were a foreign concept.
 
   He was about to check for other guards when the ground erupted and split under his feet, knocking him down.  He was rolling into the cave wall before he realized that he was being pushed by the force of an explosion.  His ears rang from the sound of the blast.  He tried to get to his feet and shake off the defeating sound of the cave walls cracking and breaking.  He had no idea what was going on.  He had never experienced anything like that before, either in Hell or in the Mortal Realm.
 
   That’s when he felt it.  Power crackled through the air and had his complete attention.  He was drawn to it.  It was familiar, though he had never felt anything like it before.  He sprinted through the cave to get to the opening that led to the realms.  He heard scurrying and shuffling all around as the Shades ran for cover.  Even the Bhakşaka looked afraid.  He wondered if he should be going toward the source of the explosion when all  the other evil creatures were trying to avoid it.  Then again, no one ever said he was the sane one.
 
   Sacha carefully poked his head around the corner and saw something straight out of his fantasies.  The Fallen were running and screaming as debris fell from the top of the castle.  He looked up and saw the most wondrous sight in the distance.  Lucifer’s Throne Room was crumbling apart and lay in ruins.  He couldn’t have asked for a better welcome home gift.
 
   A thunderclap snapped him out of his happy place and made him refocus.  A giant storm cloud was forming over the castle while lightning snapped and arced across the sky.  The ceiling of the main cavern of Hell couldn’t be seen through the thick black clouds.
 
   It was complete chaos.  The Fallen abandoned their realms and ran for the safety of the Caves or the Hall of Winds.  Some stood motionless, watching the unusual event.  It was odd seeing the tormentors of Hell afraid of something.  All of them were beyond emotions, aside from hatred.
 
   Sacha felt the power grow stronger as he searched for the source of it.  That’s when he saw her, the main reason for his visit.  Anjali was standing in the exposed Throne Room, except she still looked mortal.  She was still Michelle.  He immediately knew that Lucifer had wronged her and she was about to even the score, which brought a smile to his face.
 
   With the most important question answered, whether or not Anjali was alive and well, he needed his other questions answered.  Since she was in mortal form and wearing the ghastly black dress of his nightmares, something had gone very wrong with the contract.  He never believed that Lucifer would adhere to Gabriel’s demands, which was why he had trekked through the abhorrent tunnels to assess the situation for himself.  He was afraid that Lucifer might lock Anjali away and harm her, which didn’t sit well with him.  It wasn’t Lucifer’s place to hurt her.  Seeing Lucifer about to pay for his deception warmed his heart, though it did piqué his curiosity.
 
   Part of him was drawn in by Lucifer’s deception.  He wondered what lies Lucifer had told the girl.  For Michelle to take her own life, Lucifer must have used every deplorable skill in his arsenal.  He could hear the lies he used to lull her into a false sense of security.  He knew Lucifer would have used any and all means to get the girl, including seduction and false promises.  He admired Lucifer for achieving his goal through trickery, though it looked like it was about to bite him in the ass.
 
   Sacha shook his head and regained control of his thoughts.  He pushed away his admiration of Lucifer’s sins and remembered that Lucifer was wrong to take Michelle against her will.  He should have honored the contract and done as Gabriel requested.  It was time to remind Lucifer of what was at stake and show him that there were consequences for his actions, which was the second reason for his suicide mission.
 
   Looking up at Anjali, he was struck by her beauty.  She had always been a stunning girl, but with her hair defying gravity and snaking around her head, she was enchanting.  Her eyes glowed with power and she was breathtaking.  Though she was wearing the abomination’s dress, which he detested, Anjali looked like a vixen.  She was a far cry from the shy understated schoolgirl who had sat in his class trying to avoid the notice of the boys around her.
 
   Sacha watched the force of her power create bedlam and anarchy for as far as the eye could see.  A torrent of rain spilled from the sky and immediately soaked everyone and everything.  He closed his eyes and stepped into the torrent of water.  He turned his face up to the ceiling and held out his arms.  He felt revitalized and peaceful.  Allowing the feeling of chaos to enter him, he felt at peace.  For the first time since falling from Heaven, he was whole.  He rejoiced in the sensation and knew he was home.
 
   When he opened his eyes, he saw an unconscious Hades pulled from the Realm of Frost by Tharin, the Overseer of Frost.  He laughed his ass off, grateful he had been there to witness Hades’ demise.  He should have felt pity for him, but didn’t.  He chuckled at Hades’ misfortune and wished he had caused it.  He had wanted to throw Hades off the roof on more than one occasion.
 
   He watched Lucifer clinging to the side of the tower, and waited for him to take a swan dive as well.  Instead, he saw something bizarre.  Anjali was scrambling over to him trying to help him.  Why would she do that?  Why would she help the angel who had deceived her?  He was confused for a second, and then he felt hopeful.  She acted with compassion toward Lucifer.  He watched her pull Lucifer up and, dear Lord, hug him?  Either she had forgiven the bastard for lying to her, or she didn’t know the full extent of his treachery.
 
   Since it was clear that Anjali could handle herself against Lucifer and didn’t need rescuing, he decided to do a little recon to find out what Lucifer had told the girl.  He knew Gabriel had kept the girl in the dark, but he needed to know how much Anjali knew before confronting her.
 
   He used the mass pandemonium to his advantage and walked straight into Hell, undeterred.
 
   


 
  



Chapter 16
 
    
 
   Lucifer looked down at Anjali and hesitated.  “Before you say anything else, you must answer me one thing truthfully.  When did you find out who you really were?” his body tensed up, waiting for the answer that could change everything in his world.
 
   “About twenty minutes before I blew the crap out of your tower.  I didn’t know before then, I swear.  Do not ask me how I found out.  I don’t want anyone to get into trouble.  I’m mad that you didn’t tell me the truth.  I know you were afraid to tell me, I get it, but you should have at least told me who I was, even if you didn’t want to honor the contract,” Anjali looked into his eyes.  She put her hand on his face to show him that, even though she knew he had lied to her, she was still willing to stand by his side.
 
   Lucifer let out a breath and relaxed.  “I have an idea how you found out, but I won’t pursue it.  You’re right.  I should have told you.  I was afraid you would leave me.  I know I should have waited until the agreed upon time for you to arrive, but the darkness was closing in and I couldn’t wait.  I wanted to cheat the contract and make you submit to me.  I didn’t want an equal; I wanted a mistress that I could rule over.  Admittedly, my intentions were less than pure when you arrived, but everything changed once I touched you.  You are a miracle to me.  I didn’t know what I wanted, until I had it and by that time, I was scared to tell you of my deception.  I couldn’t lose you.  I’m sorry that I yelled at you before.  I was angry because you looked so comfortable in the throne.  I was afraid that you were the one deceiving me.  I was surprised when you came here ignorant of our world and of your purpose.  When I heard you introduce yourself by your birth name, I thought you had fooled me by pretending to be naïve only to win my affection and make me submit to you,” he pushed his face into her hand.  He was relieved that she was alive and still willing to touch him.
 
   “I was angry when I found out who I was and how you had lied to me, but most of all, I wanted to know who was ordering me to suffer in the realms.  Hades was my first guess, but I wasn’t sure.  I’m glad to know that it was Hades, but I still need you to answer something for me.  Did you bring me here to destroy the world?  I’m told the power I hold inside of me can wipe out everything,” she held her breath, waiting for the answer.
 
   “When I was told of your creation, I feared the power that Father bestowed upon you.  I knew what it meant.  There was another before you, who held that kind of power.  We do not speak of him.  Many of us disagreed with the decision to create you, but we had faith in Father to correct the issues that plagued the original Destroyer.  Over time, I became obsessed with the idea of abandoning my post and leaving Hell in ruins.  The darkness was overwhelming my thoughts and I went to the Mortal Realm to seek you out.  Gabriel was smart and hid you well, but I was finally able to find you.  As soon as I placed my hand on you to steal you away, my entire world changed.  Yes, I was going to use you to end the world, but my plans were laid to waste when I felt Father’s love and light burst forth from you.  My heart was freed of the pain and suffering.  I saw what I was doing and I knew it wrong.  All my anger and frustration disappeared, replaced by love and compassion.  I remembered who I was and that I didn’t want to hurt anyone.  Of course, it was too late.  Your power had been unleashed and I watched everything burn.  I had caused unspeakable devastation and I hated myself for it.  I knew I had to protect you from all others who would dare use you for their own purpose.  That’s why I went to Gabriel to make the deal.  Yes, there were other reasons why I wanted you, but that was the first one that came to my mind,” Lucifer smiled and ran his hands through her wet hair.  He chuckled when his fingers became tangled in it.
 
   Anjali laughed and tried to pull her knotted hair away from Lucifer’s hand.  She knew he was telling her the truth, now that she understood the effect she had on him.
 
   “We both caused the world to burn.  Promise me it won’t happen again,” she put her arms around his neck.  She searched his face, hoping that he gave her the right answer.
 
   Lucifer sighed when he felt her body pressed against his.  This was what he needed, a woman to keep him balanced, one who didn’t want to destroy everything that she touched.  Hell was in serious need of a sane person who would make the right decisions and keep the world safe.  He was wrong about her being his reward.  She was his hope for a better existence, one where he was able to do Father’s will and not the will of the evil that threatened to consume him.
 
   “I swear to you, I will never use your power against the world.  One day you will have to destroy it, but it will not be because of me,” he leaned down and kissed her softly.  He held her close and vowed to be there for her, to help her when she needed him.
 
   Anjali nodded and put her head against his chest.  She saw that her sleeve was ripped.  She pulled away from him and looked down at her disheveled appearance.  She cringed.  Lucifer looked sexy with his wet shirt plastered to his muscled chest.  She looked like a drowned black cat.
 
   Lucifer noticed her look of dismay at her appearance and waved his hand, drying them both.  Even though she looked delectable in her wet clothing, he knew she was uncomfortable.  She smiled when she saw that she was presentable again.  He laughed at himself for taking delight in such a small thing.
 
   “I hate to ask, but what will happen to Hades?  I’m assuming that he survived the fall,” Anjali felt a little guilty about throwing Hades to the ground, but not enough to go and pick him up.
 
   “Yes, he will survive, though I’m sure he regrets that fact,” Lucifer replied.
 
   Lucifer looked at the demolished bridge from the Throne Room to the rotunda.  He shook out his black wings to eliminate the water.  He then lifted Anjali into his arms and flew across the gaping space.
 
   Anjali squeaked as Lucifer took hold of her and propelled them through the air.  She watched in awe as his strong wings moved them gracefully to the archway in the rotunda.  She saw Lucifer’s servants standing at attention in the rotunda, awaiting their orders as Lucifer landed gracefully on the floor.  Malcolm had joined them next to a battered and frost covered Hades, who was propped up against the rotunda wall.
 
   “Aganon, Vincent, take Hades into custody, again.  I will speak to him personally.  Azazel, Malcolm, a word,” Lucifer nodded his head to the servants.
 
   Aganon and Vincent lifted an unconscious Hades and dragged him down the steps, letting his feet dangle and hit each step on the way down.
 
   He put Anjali down and waited for Azazel and Malcolm to step forward and take a knee in front of him.
 
   “My Lord?”  Azazel kept his eyes on the ground and gulped.
 
   “My Lord?”  Malcolm was calm, but respectful.
 
   “Azazel, as Lead Punisher, I’m assuming that you knew about Anjali’s treatment in the realms?” Lucifer was menacing as he spoke.
 
   “Yes, my Lord.  Lord Hades informed me that you had altered your original command and that the girl was to suffer all the realms because of her suicide.  He said not to speak to you about it because you were distraught over having to carry out the punishment.  He said that you wished you didn’t have to do it, but that you had no other choice.  I’m sorry for not speaking to you directly, my Lord,” Azazel sang like a canary and spilled his guts.
 
   Anjali was certain he would sell out his own grandmother, if he had one, to avoid being sent to the Hall of Torment, along with Hades.
 
   “Yes, you should have come to me.  Malcolm, when I dismissed you before, what you were trying to tell me?”  Lucifer hoped that at least one if his top angels had the good sense to remain loyal to him.
 
   “My Lord, I was trying to inform you of what happened in the Realm of Fire.  I witnessed your mistress turn it to ice.  When you dismissed me, I went to Lord Hades in the Hall of Torment to report the incident to him.  He said that he would speak to you personally regarding the matter.  I told him that I refused to put her back into the realms,” Malcolm’s words poured out of him quickly, hoping that his confession would save him.
 
   “Azazel, I am demoting you.  Malcolm will take your place as Lead Punisher.  You will take over Malcolm’s post as the Overseer of the Realm of Fire, after a session in the Hall of Torment.  Fail me again and you will lose your head.  This is not the first time you have chosen to listen to Hades’ commands over mine.  I suggest you take the time off to remember who reigns here,” Lucifer turned to Dorian and nodded to him, setting Dorian into motion.  He took custody of Azazel and led him down the staircase.
 
   “Malcolm, the next time you have information concerning Anjali, you will inform me immediately, even if I am threatening to remove the skin from your body.  Are we clear?” Lucifer glared at Malcolm.
 
   “Yes, my Lord, I will do what is necessary to make you aware of the situation,” Malcolm was practically kissing the floor in subjugation, thankful that he would not have Lucifer’s boot up his ass.
 
   “Malcolm, inform the others of the change in personnel.  Make sure it is very clear to everyone in my domain that Anjali is not to be harmed, ever.  Make sure everyone is back to work and tell Sebastian that I want a prisoner count.  It’s your job to make sure all the prisoners are still in their realms and that there were no escape attempts during Anjali’s impressive display of power.  I will address them all shortly.  Until then, leave us be,” Lucifer watched Malcolm bowed quickly and leave.
 
   Anjali nervously fidgeted with the sleeve of her dress while Lucifer gathered his thoughts.  She was staring at the circular diamond pattern on the marble floor.
 
   Lucifer turned toward the entrance to Hades’ tower and shook his head.
 
   “Well, since you destroyed most of the Tower of the Master and the Tower of the Punisher is garish and tasteless, it seems we will need a place to stay during the repairs.  You destroyed half of my room and flooded the rest.  All of my servants will need to be moved, as well,” Lucifer turned and rubbed the back of his hand along her jaw.
 
   “Sorry,” she looked at the ground and bit her lip.
 
   “It was incredibly sexy watching you let loose.  I know I prefer wild women, but you put them all to shame.  Don’t worry about it.  It’s certainly not the first time the tower has sustained damage.  You should see what happens when my brother Michael comes for an unwelcomed visit,” Lucifer stepped away from Anjali and stared up at a blank section of wall.
 
   The small round room held the staircase entrance, the entrance to Hades’ tower, and the smashed entrance to Lucifer’s tower.  There was plenty of empty wall space, but she couldn’t see anything of significance on the wall.
 
   “That was a onetime event.  Don’t ask for an encore,” she shuddered when she thought of letting go of that power again.  She had trouble stopping the storm, even with Lucifer’s help.
 
   “That is probably for the best,” he smiled and then sighed.  “I swore I would never do this.”  He waved his arm across the blank wall.  Immediately a doorway appeared with heavy black ornate doors.  He pushed against the doors, which creaked loudly and slowly entered the dark room.
 
   Anjali waited to be invited since she wasn’t sure she wanted to know what was inside.  She had a sense of doom merely standing in front of the entrance.  She didn’t want to go in.
 
   Lucifer appeared and motioned for her to join him.  As she entered the room, firelight sprang to life in gold wall sconces and gold chandeliers, revealing a long hall.  She noticed that there weren’t any windows in the room, but the entire length of the hall was covered in mirrors held in large black ornate frames.  At the end of the hall atop a black marble dais was a small throne made from what looked like shrunken heads.
 
   Anjali almost turned and ran, but Lucifer took hold of her hands.
 
   “I have done many things in my life that I am not proud of.  Things I never wanted you to know about, but I feel that I must tell you everything.  You may yet hate me, once you know the truth,” Lucifer’s sadness made her walk further into the room.
 
   She knew that life with him would forever be an adventure so she wasn’t surprised that were more skeletons in his closet.
 
   “I know you haven’t lived like a saint.  I’m sure that you have killed, maimed, and destroyed things that shouldn’t have been killed, maimed, or destroyed, so you might as well get it all out.  You’re the devil; I don’t expect awards and plaques showing all of your humanitarian efforts.  Just tell me,” Anjali knew she would have to accept whatever awful things he was about to confess to her, or at least try to.
 
   “I told you that Tabbris once ruled alongside Hades and me, when we first fell from Heaven.  This used to be his tower, the Tower of Unity.  I didn’t name it, Tabbris did,” Lucifer rolled his eyes at the name.  “Only that idiot could be pompous enough to believe that he could unite Heaven and Hell.  It was no wonder he failed.  Anyway, this was where he resided and held court.  After he left, it was vacant, just like his marble throne.  A long time had passed and I was having trouble holding back the darkness.  I was lonely and depressed.  I did something terrible,” Lucifer hung his head, but kept hold of her hands.
 
   “Who did you get to live in his tower?”  Anjali could see it was hard for him to talk about it, which meant she probably didn’t want to know what he had done.
 
   “I’m not proud of what I did.  Even then, I knew it was wrong, but I didn’t care.  I have walked the Mortal Realm and I’ve had many women, but none of them could make me happy,” he paused, unsure how to continue.
 
   “I knew you weren’t a virgin when I got here.  I don’t need to know all the details, but I figured that you’ve partied with tons of women.  Hades told me you were entertaining when you went missing for a while,” she put her hand on her hip, annoyed by the thought.
 
   “Hades told you that I was with other women while I was away from you?” Lucifer’s rage returned full force.  “Yet another reason he shall lose his serpent tongue.  I was not entertaining other women during my hiatus, though it’s not something I wish to discuss right now, just know that I’ve had no other woman since you arrived here,” Lucifer put his hand on her cheek.  As if he could take another woman into his bed after having her.  He laughed at the thought.
 
   “Good.  I wanted to find those women and beat them senseless,” Anjali tried to let go of her jealousy.  She needed to prepare herself for the bombshell he was about to drop.  “Sorry, go on.  What did you do?”
 
   Lucifer pictured this small girl before punching one of the women he had been with and was amused.  She would be fierce in battle, if angry enough.  He’d had a taste of her battle skills with Fenris.  He liked that she was jealous at the thought of him with another woman.  It meant that she had feelings for him.  He smiled to himself, but then stopped.  All of those emotions could be forgotten once she knew the truth.
 
   “As I said, I was very lonely.  The mortal women didn’t make me feel anything but a moment’s pleasure, but it was quickly lost.  It was after I had found you, but before I made the deal.  I needed something greater than the mortal women to sustain me.
 
   “I had a lover in Heaven named Maraquette, the Angel of Virtue.  She was on the Council along with Gabriel, Michael, Raphael, and Adrian.  When I volunteered to fall, I asked her to come with me.  She didn’t want to leave Heaven, not even for me.  I was disheartened that our love wasn’t strong enough to keep us together.
 
   “Many centuries passed and my loneliness grew.  I was called on by the Council and returned to Heaven briefly.  I saw Maraquette and remembered our love.  I tried to convince her to fall into Hell to be with me.  She refused me again, but I sent word for her to visit me.  When she arrived, I tried to convince her to stay.  She had been upset with me for volunteering to leave, but her guilt over letting me go outweighed her anger and she agreed to be with me.  She took control of the third throne.  I was stupid enough to believe that her gentle spirit would balance us out.  The problem was, she was too gentle, at first.  Over time, she gained enough darkness, but she was not very good at controlling the Fallen.  She eventually turned on me.  She was disgusted by me.  She didn’t understand the things that I had to do to the prisoners, especially those in the Realm of Nightmares.  She said that I wasn’t the angel she knew in Heaven and had fallen in love with.  I wasn’t kind to her and I didn’t make much of an effort to be gentle.  I was far-gone, almost insane with evil.  Her anger fueled my own and I acted disgracefully.  She left Hell weeping.  She said that the evil had destroyed me and that she would never return.  She no longer loved me.  At the time, I didn’t care, it merely added to my fury.  Now I feel terrible for what I put her through.
 
   “She was so angry with Father for creating Hell and allowing His faithful angels to fall and reign here that she turned against Father and became a Forgotten.  She abandoned Heaven and went to live in the Mortal Realm,” he knew it was her choice to take her disappointment out on Father instead of placing the blame on him, but he was still upset for putting her in that situation.
 
   Anjali, yet again, felt sorry for Lucifer.  No one was strong enough to stay with him and help him.  She understood his loneliness.  “She was angry with you for doing your job because she didn’t get it.  She hated you for being the devil and ran.  Is that why you told me that I wasn’t allowed to leave?  You thought I would freak out and abandon you, if given a choice?”
 
   “Yes.  I thought that if I forced you to stay, it wouldn’t matter if you loved me or not.  I had planned to make you submit to me, no matter the price.  I’m sorry for thinking that I needed to dominate you, but there are worse crimes I have committed,” Lucifer looked into Anjali’s eyes for strength.  He needed her forgiveness.  He wanted her to stay because she wanted to, not because of a deal, or because of her suicide.  He wanted her to stay because she cared for him.
 
   “Tell me what you did,” she wasn’t terribly upset about Maraquette.  It was her choice to blame God for creating Hell instead of trying to understand its purpose.
 
   “When I found you and made the deal with Gabriel, I never intended for you to rule by my side, that was Gabriel’s provision.  Even then, I knew I would not keep that part of the bargain.  I wanted you here, but I wasn’t going to share power with you.  The more that I looked at the empty throne to my left and the empty tower, the more I knew that we needed to find someone to take control of the third throne.  We needed someone who could do what Tabbris was meant to do, balance out the throne.  I didn’t think the Destroyer would be able to do that, so I found another,” Lucifer couldn’t face her.  He knew that his confession would cause her to hate him.
 
   Anjali saw the shame on Lucifer’s face.  “Gabriel created that provision as a way of protecting me.  I have a feeling he didn’t think I could rule Hell either, but he wanted to keep me safe.  I think he believed that if I were in power, there would be less chance of me being hurt.  I agree with you, I don’t think I can balance out the throne.  I have no idea how to do that.  While I don’t want the throne, I do believe I can learn about evil from the souls in Hell, just as Gabriel intended.  That’s all I want,” she shrugged as she felt the burden of ruling Hell removed from her shoulders.  She still had to worry about the world, but she didn’t need to screw up Hell too.
 
   Lucifer’s head snapped up.  “You don’t want to rule by my side?” Lucifer was surprised by her admission.  She was the first person in history not to want the throne.
 
   “I’m saying that I don’t think I would be any better than Tabbris or Maraquette,” she shrugged.
 
   “Then you truly underestimate yourself.  You have done more for me in your time here than anyone else.  Please, allow me to finish what I was trying to tell you,” Lucifer needed to speak quickly before he lost her forever.
 
   Anjali nodded and waited for Lucifer to continue.
 
   “Everything was in place for your arrival.  Gabriel had sworn to me that you would come this time.  I was anxious to obtain you and I foolishly believed he would finally hand you over.  At the last moment, he changed his mind and hid you.  I was enraged.  I lost control and many suffered.  I went to Heaven to plead my case to the Council, but my pleas fell upon deaf ears.  Though they had sanctioned the agreement, they were swayed by Gabriel’s reasons for the delays and allowed him to keep you from me.  I was distraught and I did something unforgivable,” Lucifer brushed the hair from her cheek and mentally kicked himself for not waiting for her.
 
   “What did you do?” Anjali smiled at him, waiting for his next confession, hoping that it was something that she could forgive.
 
   “There was an angel in Heaven; she was beautiful, intelligent, and sweet.  Serena was the Angel of Insight.  She had always cared about me, but I was very devoted to Maraquette.  When I saw her again, I decided to woo her and convince her to come to Hell to be with me.  While in Father’s light, I become my old self again.  I told her about my loneliness and sadness.  I cried to her about the horrible things I had to deal with.  I didn’t lie to her, but my very demeanor was a lie.  She felt sorry for the angel that was weeping at her feet all the while knowing nothing about the monster that I would become when I left Heaven.  She agreed to come with me.  She had fallen in love with the old me, the Morningstar.  What she got when she arrived was the Prince of Darkness,” Lucifer hated thinking about Serena.
 
   “You tricked her, even though you didn’t mean to.  She only saw the Morningstar, not the devil,” Anjali understood the problem since she was personally living it.  She too only knew the good side of him, though she had witnessed some of what he was capable of.
 
   “Yes.  It takes a while for the darkness to seep back into my heart and soul, so Serena didn’t see the change in me right away.  It was a while before I was back to my dark ways.  By that time, she had started to enjoy sitting on the throne and helping me make decisions.  At first, she was good at balancing out the disputes and problems.  She was a natural at ending quarrels.  She was right at home in the Tower of Unity and things were good.  Unfortunately, she began to crave power.  She demanded servants of her own, which she was granted.  Then she wanted to do more in the realms, she wanted to punish the prisoners, so I allowed it.  She was phenomenal at torturing and the prisoners feared her.  Serena had become the Princess of Evil to my Prince of Darkness, until there came a time when she had surpassed even my foul ways,” Lucifer shook his head.  He should have known better than to bring someone as good as Serena into Hell.
 
   “The shrunken head throne was hers, right?” Anjali understood why she didn’t like this room.  It held the memory of all immoral things that had been done here and the power inside of her didn’t like it.
 
   “Technically, the heads were still attached to the bodies that they belonged to and they were still living souls.  She forced some of the murderers from the Realm of Fire to be bound together to make a throne for her to sit upon.  She’s the reason that this became the Tower of the Depraved,” Lucifer appeared sickened by what Serena had done.
 
   Anjali leaned around him to look more closely at the throne sitting upon the black marble dais.  She realized it wasn’t just heads, but intertwined bodies that made the shape of the chair.  Her stomach turned when she pictured them as living souls.  The room spun a little and Lucifer put his arms around her and held her.
 
   “Let me guess, there’s more,” she whispered, not really wanting to know more.
 
   Lucifer reluctantly nodded his head.  “Tabbris installed the mirrors in this room because he loved to bask in his own perfection, but eventually he used them because he was paranoid that everyone was out to get him, which they were.  No one liked him.  He said he wanted to be able to watch his back from all sides.  It actually came in handy a few times when I plotted his death.  Serena used them for a different purpose.  She ultimately wanted to become the Punisher of the Fallen and oversee the Fallen who had stepped out of line.  I agreed and the Fallen were sent to the Hall of Mirrors to be punished.  Hades and I figured that she couldn’t do any worse to the Fallen than us, so we allowed it,” Lucifer hesitated for a moment when he thought about how the tower used to look.
 
   “I take it from your expression that she hurt them worse than you did.  I can’t even imagine what this woman was like,” Anjali had chills when she pictured someone crueler than Lucifer in charge of punishing people.
 
   “We were wrong to give her power over the Fallen.  She hung them from the ceiling and faced them toward the mirrors.  She cursed them to slowly decay and become withered.  They watched their beautiful features rot as they felt the pain of death.  She made their bodies fester and decompose.  They felt all of it.  Angels, who had never aged a day in their lives, were driven mad by the experience.  They screamed in agony until there was nothing left that enabled them to make noise.  It was horrible to witness and yet she delighted in their misery.  The Hall was nearly impassable and was covered in every fluid imaginable.  Even I couldn’t enter here without feeling sick.  She taunted them and made them pay tenfold for every sin they committed.  The Fallen were terrified of her and wouldn’t dare speak to her unless spoken to.  There finally came a point when her mind shattered and she became lost to the evil inside her.  Her own servants begged me to release them from her service.  She was forced to abdicate the throne because she was no longer mentally competent.  One day, she locked herself in her bedroom and tried to cut herself to pieces.  Hades and I decided to end her.  We knew that we couldn’t send her back to Heaven after all that she had done.  She would have killed herself from the guilt.  I had ruined her and I had to put her out of her misery.  I took her head and swore I would never try to bring another here,” Lucifer had tears in his eyes as he spoke.
 
   Anjali could see that he was in terrible pain over Serena.  She held him and comforted him.  “We all make mistakes in our life and we have to live with the consequences, but how could you have known what would happen?  You said that Maraquette had turned on you and hated you.  You didn’t say that she tried to slaughter everyone on her way out.  If she hadn’t become crazed, then why would you assume Serena would lose her mind?  I know it wasn’t your intention to turn her into a monster; you just wanted someone to help ease your pain.  She’s the one who couldn’t handle it,” she felt for him as she watched him break down in her arms.
 
   “I never wanted to hurt her or drive her out of her mind.  I swear it.  I was cruel to her, even more so than I was to Maraquette.  I know that I am responsible for her downfall.  I ruined her.  I am the reason she is gone,” Lucifer couldn’t take the guilt anymore.  He let all of his sorrow for Serena rise to the surface.
 
   “She could have left.  Did she ever once ask you to release her from Hell?” Anjali wanted to make Lucifer see that it wasn’t entirely his fault.
 
   Lucifer stopped when he realized that Serena had never asked to go back home.  “No, she liked it here.  At first, she tolerated it, but she never asked to leave.  She never said that she wanted to return to Heaven.”
 
   “Maybe she wasn’t as stable as you think.  I agree that you shouldn’t have brought her here, but maybe you weren’t completely to blame.  I mean, you sit on a throne made of skulls, not souls.  Their heads weren’t alive when you made the throne, were they?” she paused, hoping that they hadn’t been alive.
 
   “No.  Nor are they mortal heads.  They are the skulls of Rogue Angels.  I gave the deathblow to two of them.  The other was slain by Michael.  I merely took their heads, and no, they didn’t have flesh on them when I commissioned the chair.  They were burned in the pyres long before the throne was created.  I told you, I was never as deranged as Serena,” Lucifer didn’t want Anjali to think even less of him, if that were possible.
 
   “Then I still believe she was weird before she got here.  If you can out-do the devil, then there is something very wrong with you,” Anjali shrugged.
 
   Lucifer smiled and looked at the woman in his arms.  He couldn’t believe she was trying to make him feel better about destroying an angel.  She was truly a gift to him.  She had a way of seeing past all the guilt until she got to the truth of things.  The more Lucifer thought about Serena, the more he thought Anjali might be right.  Serena was always a little different from the other angels.  He wasn’t dismissing his guilt, but she helped him see that there may have been more than one reason for Serena’s demise.  He had just confessed some of his worst sins and still this beautiful creature was holding him.  Hades was right about one thing.  He didn’t deserve her.
 
   “Perhaps you’re right.  Someday I will discuss it with the other angels and see if your theory is correct,” Lucifer’s gaze dropped down to Anjali’s dress and his heart sank.  “That dress belonged to her.  It had a high stiff collar on it, but it was removed along with her head,” Lucifer cringed.
 
   Anjali froze.  She was wearing the dress of the dead deranged angel.  Shit, it was no wonder everyone immediately took notice of her and got the hell out of her way.  It was the symbol of Lucifer’s attack dog and assassin.  Even worse, she was wearing clothing that someone had been beheaded in.  She couldn’t find enough air to breathe.  Her skin crawled and she desperately wanted to tear the thing from her body and burn it.
 
   Lucifer backed away from her knowing this was the moment when she attempted to either kill him or storm off, never to be seen again.  He knew she could never forgive him for trying to demean her.
 
   “Why did you make me wear it?” she tried not to gag and backed away from him.
 
   “It was a twisted reminder of the consequences of letting someone rule by my side.  I thought that if I took you as my servant then you wouldn’t end up like her.  I believed it was the power of ruling, coupled with my viciousness that drove her to madness.  I thought if you wore the dress, it would keep me from allowing you rise to power.  The dress was a physical reminder, in case I changed my mind about honoring the contract.  Also, I wanted everyone to leave you alone.  The Fallen all fear that dress.  None of them would be brave enough to touch you while wearing it. You also look amazing in it,” Lucifer didn’t know what else to say.
 
   Anjali paced around the room.  It wasn’t the answer she had expected.
 
   “When I blew up your tower, I came close to losing it and obliterating everything, but I stopped myself.  I realized that I didn’t want to kill Hades, even though he deserved it.  I didn’t want to hurt you.  I stopped myself from going too far.  I know I had trouble reigning in my power, but I wasn’t using it to burn Hell to the ground.  I used it because I didn’t want to die.  Even when Hades tried to seduce me in his tower and I threw him across the room, I stopped myself from maiming him.  I wasn’t so far gone that I wanted blood.  I’m supposed to destroy and I don’t want to.  I will let the dress be a reminder of what I don’t want to become, though I seriously want it dry-cleaned.  I understand Hell; I get what goes on here.  The wicked must suffer, but the punishment must fit the crime.  Serena didn’t understand that.  She took things too far,” however, she was going to get someone to beat the dress against a rock and make sure all the crazy was out of it.
 
   Lucifer looked at her in disbelief.  It seemed there was nothing he could say that would make her run from him.  He was both relieved and scared.  He wanted to be happy, but he was still afraid to get his hopes up.  He was so pleased by her response that it took him a moment to register what she had just said.
 
   “Hades tried to seduce you?” the world turned black as an image of Hades, dead at his feet replaced every happy thought in his head.
 
   


 
  



Chapter 17
 
    
 
   Lucifer looked like he was going to rupture a blood vessel in his eye.  She hadn’t meant to tell him about Hades’ treachery.  It just slipped out.  If she didn’t think fast, Hades would be dead and Lucifer would have to find two replacements to fill the thrones.
 
   “He didn’t get far, I swear.  I stopped him and I vow that I will break his legs if he ever tries to touch me again,” she knew Lucifer was turned on when she spoke about being violent or cruel.  She hoped it would be enough to make him pause.  “I will beat him with his own throne.  I’ll get scorpions from the Realm of Poison and shove them down his pants.  I’ll throw him in the Realm of Drowning Seas and hold his head under,” she rambled off as many horrible things she could think of.
 
   Lucifer stopped fuming and imagined her fighting Hades.  He chuckled at the thought of watching her break his legs.  She was trying to distract him and it was working.
 
   “Please, don’t kill him.  Punish him however you want, but leave him breathing.  I will address his lies to me.  There were a number of false statements that he made and I want to deal with him my way, if you’ll let me,” she smiled and put her hands on his face, forcing him to look at her.
 
   “I still think the throne and dress suit you and not because you are crazy, but because you are able to stop me from committing murder,” Lucifer gave her a wickedly sexy smile.  “Very well, I will let you deal with Hades, for now.  Know that if he tries his touch you again, I will end him,” Lucifer traced her lips with his fingertip as she nodded solemnly.
 
   “I understand.  Thank you for wanting to protect me,” she kissed his forehead and heard him gasp.  She liked surprising him with kindness.  She knew it had been a long time since anyone had been nice to him.
 
   His gaze changed from adoring to hungry as he turned and pulled her toward the throne.  She cringed when she got a better view of it.
 
   “I’m not going to watch you sit in that thing, if that’s what you’re thinking,” she pulled back on his arm and grimaced.
 
   “No.  I will have it removed.  I want to show you something else,” he released one of her hands and guided her through the hall to an ornate door to the left of the gruesome throne.
 
   “I suggest you burn it,” she gagged as they walked past.
 
   Lucifer chuckled and blocked her view of the throne, while using it as an excuse to brush up against her.
 
   They entered through the door and stepped on the landing.  To their right was a short curved staircase, which led to another door.  The staircase to their left curved down and out of their view.
 
   Anjali realized that the staircase led to the actual tower.  The Hall of Mirrors was really a large enclosed walkway.
 
   “The servant’s chambers are lower in the tower and can be reached from that staircase.  Aganon, Dorian, and Vincent shall reside there,” Lucifer pointed to the steps leading down.
 
   They climbed up the stairs to the right and stopped at the door.  He pushed it open and a fireplace sprang to life.  Wall sconces flickered and lit the room.  They entered a large circular room, the spire of the tower.  From the looks of it, it was a bedroom.  Well, it mostly had a very large bed.
 
   Anjali was grateful that this one wasn’t made from bones; instead, it was made from black wrought iron that turned up into a canopy.  Black sheer curtains hung down to the floor, drawn back to show the large bed.  There were thick metal loops all around the bed frame.  She immediately knew that Serena was into bondage.  She so didn’t want to know about that.
 
   “This will be our room until the renovations are done.  You may do with it as you please,” Lucifer pulled her against his body and stared down at her.
 
   “Thank you,” she pushed herself up on her toes and kissed him quickly on the lips.
 
   He growled and grabbed her tightly, lifting her off the floor.  He walked them over to the bed and sat down with her in his lap, straddling him.  He leaned back and took in the sight of her sitting on him.  When the darkness mired him in anger and fury, he wanted to remember how she looked at him with a mix of innocence and lust.  He needed something to cling to when he was no longer able to see past his own hatred.
 
   Anjali looked down at Lucifer, who was mentally undressing her.  She placed her hands on his shoulders and ground her backside into his lap and his growing erection.
 
   Lucifer closed his eyes and relished her boldness, but he stopped himself when he remembered her running from his bed.
 
   “There is something I must know.  Why did you leave me after we had sex?  You looked upset and I don’t know why.  Is it because I took your virginity?” he asked.  The question had burned in his mind since she had left his room.  He no longer believed she was using him, but still couldn’t understand her animosity.
 
   “I panicked.  I’d never been with anyone before.  I wasn’t sure if I was…if I had…if it was good for you.  I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to do when we were done.  You kept calling me your mistress.  I didn’t know if you expected me to leave.  Mistresses don’t snuggle and neither do servants.  Honestly, I was a little shocked when I saw the blood.  It made it real.  When you made love to me, I was happy, but after that, I was afraid that you might have used me.  You were looking at me with a strange expression,” Anjali averted her eyes, embarrassed by her insecurities.
 
   Lucifer immediately took her into his arms and held her close.  He brushed his lips against her earlobe.  “You silly girl, I was more than satisfied by you.  You have no reason to question your abilities in bed.  You are amazing to me.  You are beautiful, compassionate, forgiving, and passionate.  I wouldn’t give you up for the world.  Honestly, I’m the one who was uncertain of what to do.  While I’ve had other women before, I never concerned myself with pleasing them, only myself,” Lucifer replied sheepishly.
 
   “That explains our first encounter,” she looked around, flustered.
 
   Lucifer grimaced.  “I’m sorry about our first time.  I was overwhelmed and I know I wasn’t gentle.  I looked at you strangely after we made love was because I realized that I had stopped thinking of you as my mistress.  In my mind, I had called you Anjali.  I realized that I stopped thinking of you as my mistress when you started helping me punish the prisoners in the Realm of Nightmares.  You became my equal in that moment.  It just took me a little longer to realize it,” Lucifer took in the scent of her and growled low in his throat.
 
   “I’m glad you consider me your equal,” she leaned in and kissed his nose.
 
   “What would you have done if I hadn’t run from you that first time your room?” Lucifer’s eyes were busy roaming her body as he played with her long silky hair.
 
   “Oh, I had a few ideas.  I had plenty of time to think about it while I was in the realms,” she hated bring it up, but she needed to discuss it with him.
 
   Lucifer paused and looked into her eyes.  “I swear I had no knowledge of Hades’ deceit.  I am going to have stern words and fists with the Fallen.  They need to be reminded of whom they must listen to and fear,” Lucifer’s intensity was growing again, so she kissed him.  She was satisfied that he was outraged by her treatment.
 
   Anjali looked at the bed that clearly doubled for a torture device and lost some of her nerve.  “You’re not into kinky stuff, right?  I don’t think I could handle bondage or riding crops,” she tentatively leaned back, debating if she should move away from him.
 
   “I have enough torture during the day.  It does not sate my sexual lust, only my blood lust.  You satisfy me in ways that I am still trying to comprehend.  I am not interested in tying you up, unless you are willing.  I don’t want you to be afraid of me when we are making love.  Making love,” he chuckled at the thought.  He accepted that he wanted to make love to her, not fuck her like the others.
 
   She sighed in relief.  “Maybe we can be inventive, someday, but I want to get used to being with you first.”
 
   “Promise me that you will stay with me.  You are not my prisoner, but I don’t want you to leave me,” Lucifer put his forehead against hers and gazed into her eyes.
 
   Anjali was stunned.  Lucifer was willing to let her go, if that was what she wanted, even though he swore he wouldn’t give her up.  He was giving her a choice.  She thought about what had made her join him.  It was the loneliness and desperation in his voice that had called to her.  Even if she wasn’t in control of the blade while standing in the bathroom, she had willingly accepted his offer to join him.  She had given up her life to be with him.  She couldn’t leave him to suffer alone.
 
   She saw the sadness in his eyes and felt his body tense up.  “Lucifer, I came to you, not because you threatened me, or lied to me about how great Hell would be.  I came because you needed me.  After hearing what happened to Maraquette and Serena, I know it won’t be easy, but I’m not like them.  I understand the purpose of Hell and why you have to punish the wicked.  I think that I can help you,” she kissed him and felt his body relax.
 
   Lucifer kissed every part of her as pure joy filled his heart.  She had finally agreed to stay.  He tried to suppress his excitement for fear of acting like a loon.  She was staying.  The only thing that could make him happier would be to return home to Heaven.
 
   “I believe that you can help me too.  Now, enough talking.  I need you more than you can imagine.  I need to be close after nearly losing you,” Lucifer kissed her desperately and dug his hands into her hips, pulling her tightly against him.  
 
   He ran his hands down her sides and back.  He wanted to memorize every curve of her body.  He pushed his hands under her dress, took possession of her smooth ass, and pulled it tightly against his lap.
 
   She threw her head back as she slid over the thick ridge in his pants.
 
   He pushed his hands up her outer thighs and pulled her dress up over her hips.  He took full advantage of her lack of panties.  He dipped his thumb into her wet core and spread the moisture through her folds.  He needed her mindless.  He rubbed her while he stroked her tongue with his.  She was thrusting her hips against his lap creating an enjoyable friction against his strained pants.
 
   She broke the kiss, panting for air.  She threw her head back, relishing his hands on her and the way they skillfully moved.  She thought she would be embarrassed to have someone watch her lose herself to pleasure, but it excited her to know that Lucifer’s eyes were devouring her every movement.  She closed her eyes and relaxed against his touch.  Her body was warm as she twitched and tensed.
 
   He focused on different spots to see what she enjoyed, though she seemed to respond to everything he did.  She was grasping his shirt and moaning.  He rubbed higher and higher until he found what he was looking for.  He circled her nub and teased her.  He could feel her body stiffen.  She licked her lips and swayed to the motion.
 
   Electricity spread through her thighs and her breath constricted, causing her to gasp.  “Dear Lord, you’re good at this,” she blurted out.  She stopped trying to hold back and gave herself to him as he moved faster and faster, building the pressure inside of her.
 
   Lucifer chuckled.  It was good to know that he did indeed have some talent and that it wasn’t just bravado.  He had never seen anyone as sexy while in the throes of pleasure, not that he had ever noticed before.  They could have cried for all he cared.  Now, as he watched her breathless and shivering, he understood what had been missing with the other women; respect.
 
   She trembled and shook, then screamed out finally finding her release.  Pleasure spiraled through her and she pulled at his shirt, tearing the back of it.  She tried to remember where she was as she calmed herself.
 
   Looking up, she found Lucifer’s eyes staring at her with an intensity that matched his anger, yet he wasn’t mad, he was excited.  He really did need her.
 
   He thought he would break loose from his pants from the enticing sounds she was making.  He liked watching her in ecstasy.  He wanted to make her happy, and keep her fulfilled.
 
   He quickly pushed her back so that he could free himself from his tight restraints.  He pulled her close and pushed his throbbing cock into her before she could leave him.  He wasn’t gentle with her, but he was careful not to injure her.  He wanted to show her how much he needed her.
 
   Anjali moaned and bit his shoulder as he thrust his hips forward.  She was surprised by his sudden invasion, but welcomed the fullness.  His hands on her hips were strong and determined as he held her in place.  The impact was intense as he slammed into her, filling her completely.  She enjoyed the loss of control and held on to his shoulders to keep grounded.  The sensation was intense and borderline painful, but soothed her ache.  She needed this, needed to feel close to him, connected to him.
 
   She wanted to show him that she could handle both sides of his nature.  Living in Hell and being with him wouldn’t be simple, she knew that, but as long as she could be close to him and experience happiness with him in moments like this, she could stay with him.
 
   Lucifer was merciless in his thrusts, quickly driving her wild.  Before she could catch her breath, an orgasm rippled through her, followed by another one.  She never knew that two people could share such an intimate act while feeling like they were going to fall apart from the sheer strength of it.
 
   Lucifer’s body snapped as her core rhythmically clenched him.  He drove into her warmth, craving release.  He ripped the top of her dress so that he could watch her breasts bounce uncontrollably for him.  He was entranced by them.  He grabbed her lower back with one arm to control the motion.  He squeezed her breasts with his free hand and pinched her nipples.  He was rewarded with another orgasm that threatened to throw him over the edge.  He moved his hand over her soft flesh and pushed himself more forcefully inside of her.  He was burning for her.
 
   His mouth captured her breast to suckle and lick her nipple.  He lightly bit her nipple as she surged forward over him.  He finally lost his hold on reality and came brutally inside of her.  All of his anger and rage was drained from him.  He allowed the darkness to melt away and basked in the beauty and perfection of the woman that he loved.
 
   Anjali’s body exploded one last time as she felt Lucifer tense up and burst inside of her.  She kissed his face and his neck, letting him know that she was there with him.
 
   Lucifer fell back on the bed gasping for air.  Anjali fell along with him and giggled.  She laughed at the fact that neither of them had the strength to remain sitting.  She stayed perched on top of him, not wanting to separate.
 
   She placed her head over his heart and listened to it beat madly in his chest.  She snuggled into his arms and felt contented. “This is what I would have done last time, if I had stayed.”
 
   “I would have liked that,” he sighed and hugged her.
 
   They lay in silence embracing each other.  She was sad when Lucifer’s erection waned inside of her.  She pouted when he finally fell from her body.
 
   Lucifer chuckled and kissed her nose, happy that he had satisfied her.  Apparently, he was good at sex, or maybe he was just good at sex with her, which was fine by him.  He never wanted another in his bed.
 
   She smiled at the look of contentment on his face.  She noticed that his eyes had turned blue and his hair was lighter again.  She couldn’t help herself.  She had to know.  “Why does that happen?  Why does your appearance change when we’re together?”
 
   Lucifer sat up and gently moved her over to the bed next to him.  It was time that she knew the power she had over him.
 
   “You carry the light of Father inside of you, along with His destructive power.  There are times when, without realizing it, you release the light, the goodness.  When you are happy, you shine and instead of the brutal nature of your power coming out, you release a feeling of joy and peacefulness.  It’s truly a remarkable thing; it’s what gives you the ability to forgive.  I am grateful that you have it, not only because it saves humanity from being crushed, but because it also lightens the darkness within me.  When I, or any of the Fallen, are in Heaven, we are restored to our former glory and become good again.  Of course, the guilt of all that we have done overwhelms us since our emotions are restored.  You have seen the Fallen here, they lack the capacity to care about what they are doing, and it gives them the edge needed to torture.  It is very difficult for us to experience positive emotions.  It seems that when you are in the throes of passion, you allow this side of your power to escape.  I am cleansed and, my heart, my hair, my eyes, and even my wings change back to the way I was, or at least close to it.  It’s only a fraction of His power, so I don’t change completely, but it is enough.”
 
   “I can see why Hades is concerned,” Anjali considered the problem carefully.  If Lucifer lost control of Hell, who knows what would happen.  Hell was supposed to be a place for punishment.  If a sympathetic devil was in control, things would fall apart and the wicked would rebel.
 
   “Yes.  I’m more stable with you near me, but more lenient.  Without your influence I would have done far worse to Azazel for his disobedience,” Lucifer took her hand and kissed her knuckles.  He couldn’t resist touching her.
 
   “It would be catastrophic if the prisoners and the Fallen believed they could get away with doing terrible things without repercussions,” Anjali shivered as she watched Lucifer’s mouth on her hand.  He was warm and very close to her.  She thought about all the things she wanted to do with him.  She should be embarrassed by being mostly naked in front of him, but she liked the way he looked at her.  It made her feel confident and wanted, something she had never experienced before.
 
   “I’m afraid I must find a balance.  I hate to even consider it, but it must be.  I know that.  I will not give you up though; that is not an option.  There will be times when I need to leave your side and become evil again, so that I can rule Hell.  I will warn you that it will be nearly impossible for me to leave you.  I’m afraid that you may have to be strong for both of us,” Lucifer touched her face and indulged in her skin.  She was far too innocent and tempting for her own good.  He needed to find a way to resist her long enough to fulfill his oath to Father and make the wicked suffer.  How had his world changed so drastically?
 
   “We will find a way,” she nuzzled his neck.
 
   Lucifer sighed and pulled her closer.
 
   If she was truly going to stay in Hell, by his side, then she needed to renegotiate the terms of her contract.  Dealing with a pliant and happy Lucifer seemed like the best time to bring up her issues.
 
   She decided to start small, to test the waters.  “I want to discuss the matter of panties and shoes.  I can’t go traipsing around Hell without panties.  I don’t need you killing everyone who looks at me,” she leaned closer and licked his earlobe.  She ran her hands through his hair to feel its texture.
 
   “I hate the thought of you wearing panties, but I suppose you are right.  It will save a number of necks.  Shoes I can live with.  You will also need other amenities while you are here.  This is your home now,” he kissed her neck, hoping to distract her from asking for something more difficult.  He could live with minor wardrobe changes, but feared what else she might ask for.  Given his current state, he would give her his throne, if she asked.
 
   “I don’t want to go back to the realms.  I know that I killed myself, but...” Anjali could feel Lucifer tense up.
 
   Lucifer grabbed her face and looked solemnly into her eyes.  “You never have to go into the realms again.  I swear it.  You were never meant to be punished.  It’s true that suiciders must suffer the realms, but my contract with Gabriel states that you weren’t to be harmed.  Technically, he has grounds to go before the Council and seek retribution since I failed to honor the contract, but you need not tell him that.  I am sorry for all that you have suffered.  It was never my intention for you to be harmed.”
 
   Relief flooded her as she accepted Lucifer’s promise.  She thought about her old home and couldn’t imagine going back to the Mortal Realm or her family.  “Even if I could go back to my old life, I know that I might hurt someone, especially now that I know what I am capable of.  I would be afraid of getting angry and causing an earthquake in the middle of town.  I wouldn’t be able to live with myself,” she knew she wasn’t the same person.  “I feel that I belong here.”
 
   He leaned back and sighed.  “Your power is volatile and dangerous and I fear the consequences if you were to lose control.  Hades was lucky that your power didn’t kill him.  I have seen with my own eyes the utter destruction you can cause.  For that reason, I don’t want you to transcend from this form yet.  It adds a layer of protection.  When you were in the Mortal Realm, you had Gabriel’s power and protection to keep you steady, but even he couldn’t keep you contained.  Now that you are away from Gabriel, there is even less keeping your powers in check.  You must accept that you aren’t ready to wield them yet,” Lucifer frowned at her.  He hoped that she understood his concerns.
 
   “I know I’m not ready to use my power and I will do what is necessary to keep it contained.  I learned that the hard way when I tried to stop the storm.  I was scared when I couldn’t reign it back in.  If you think I should stay in this form, then I agree.  I can’t remember who I used to be in Heaven, but I know that I was a complete mess and caused a lot of damage.  I would rather be who I am now, until I learn more control,” she tried to remember Heaven and living with Gabriel, but she couldn’t remember anything about her former life.
 
   “Once you have gained more confidence and strength, we will complete the ritual, and you will become what you once were,” Lucifer hoped that day would never come.  He didn’t want to see the world burn, which was odd given his previous attempts to destroy the world.
 
   She nodded her head, afraid to make her next request.  “I agreed to stay, but I don’t want to be your servant.  You said that you considered me your equal.  I don’t want to be like Caleb and Aganon.  I’m afraid that you would one day command me to use my power against the world,” she was afraid to look at him.  She didn’t want to see his rage again.
 
   Lucifer played with her dress, knowing what he needed to say next would upset her.  “I told you when you arrived that you were my servant.  That wasn’t exactly true.  When mortals take their own lives, they become servants of Hell.  They must suffer all the realms as punishment for throwing away their lives.  After they have suffered considerably, we are allowed to offer them a choice; servitude or back to the realms for a very long time.  You were never given that choice, so you are not actually my servant,” he hung his head and braced for the possibility of losing a limb.
 
   “You lied about that too.  I’m not surprised.  While I’m glad that I’m not your servant, you need to stop lying to me,” she pursed her lips and put her hand on her hip.
 
   Lucifer laughed at the adorable face she was making, grateful that he still had flesh on his face.  “I promise that I will do my best not to lie to you, though I know that I will fail often.  There are times when I can’t help myself.  It is a part of who I have become.  I’m sorry for all the lies, but the truth is, if you were to become my servant, I would be able to help you control your abilities.  I want very much for that to happen.  As you saw in the Throne Room, your power is unpredictable.  I’m not saying that you must go back into the realms, I’m merely asking you to take me as your Master, so that I can help you.”
 
   Upon hearing Lucifer’s desire to have her as his servant, something inside of her snapped.  Waiting on him as a servant was one thing, but hearing that he could help control her power made her angry.  He wasn’t meant to control her power.  “I can’t allow that.  Even though I don’t want to lose control of my power, I won’t have control taken from me.  I don’t want to be at any else’s mercy,” Anjali quickly jumped off the bed.  The thought of being controlled by someone else made her twitch.  She wouldn’t give up her will to anyone.
 
   Lucifer leapt off the bed and tried to calm her.  “I understand your hesitation.  Father made you an immortal instead of an angel so that you wouldn’t bend to His will or the will of anyone else.  You alone must make the choice to end the world, but I’m afraid that you could lose your way and end up destroying everything on a whim.  I don’t want that to happen.  I want to help you and do what I can for you,” Lucifer ran his hand up Anjali’s neck and rubbed his thumb across her soft lips.  He understood her reluctance to become his servant, even if she didn’t.  She was meant to rule others, not be ruled.
 
   “I don’t want to lose my way.  I don’t want to start another Ice Age or Dark Age, but I need to find a way to be strong.  I can’t have someone else calling the shots.  Something inside tells me that I have to do this on my own,” she played with the muscles on his chest, trying to calm down, hoping that she hadn’t offended him.
 
   “I understand, but you must be careful.  As your Master, I would protect you.  Know that, as difficult as it may be, you can be killed.  If you die, Father will replace you.  I shudder to think what would happen then.  It has taken a long time for you to gain enough wisdom to reach this point.  It would be an eternity for another to attempt to take your place,” Lucifer’s hand grazed her cleavage as he indulged in the feeling of her delicious skin.
 
   “Hades almost took my head.  I don’t ever want to get that close to dying again, but I still can’t accept a Master,” she leaned forward, pressed her chest into Lucifer’s, and rose higher on her tiptoes to throw her arms around his shoulders and hold him.  She pressed her face into his warm neck.
 
   “I understand your hesitation, but I’m still afraid for you.  I never thought Hades would go to such extremes.  We’ve had our differences, but we have always managed not to kill one another.  I will make sure that he never harms you again.  I almost died when I saw the blade at your throat.  I felt all of my happiness drain away and the only thing I saw was Hades’ blood on my hands.  All  my hope was crushed when I saw him pull the blade against you.  I have tried to kill Hades before for different reasons, but this was the only time that I would have been completely justified in doing so.  Are you going to seek retribution, beyond hitting him with lightning, breaking his body, and freezing him alive in the Realm of Frost?” Lucifer ran his hands up Anjali’s back.  He needed to have her in his arms, where she was safe.
 
   “No.  While I may not like the reasons why he attacked me, I do understand them.  I have a feeling if I did anything else to him, he would seek retribution against me.  Instead of battling him, I have to find a way to deal with him.  You don’t need us trying to kill each other every other day,” she shrugged away the image of shoving Hades’ face into a pit of vipers, knowing that she would have to make peace with him.
 
   “See.  This is the exact reason why you should sit next to me and rule Hell.  You already understand the game.  As much as I hate Hades, I have to deal with him.  He’s an asshole, but he’s good at his job.  Just don’t tell him that.  I would never hear the end of it.  I believe you will find a way to balance out the thrones, while keeping Hades in his place.  I’m going to make sure that Hades understands your importance to me.  For those reasons, I’m granting you a gift,” Lucifer grabbed her face and kissed her passionately.  He pushed his power into her body, knowing that he trusted her to do the right thing.
 
   Warmth permeated her body and a sharp sensation burned through her all the way to the dark storm inside of her.  A strange feeling sparked inside of her, but it didn’t collide with her darkness.  Instead, the feeling grew and spread out, filling her body with a different kind of power.
 
   “What did you do?” she wasn’t afraid of this new power.  It didn’t feel evil, but more like a benign current humming through her veins.  She suddenly felt more connected to her surroundings.
 
   “As rulers of Hell, Hades and I can grant power to the Fallen, or allow them to use an ability that they already have.  We limit most of their powers, lest we deal with their temper tantrums.  I am granting you the ability to take care of yourself.  You will have this power as long as we are still in charge of Hell.  You can create things at will, or make things disappear.  You will be able to command Hell Fire, which will burn only what you command it to.  You will have command over all the souls in Hell.  This power is different from your own, it comes from me, and so it will be able easier to control than your own power.  Think about what you desire, and it will be yours.  You can use this gift as you see fit,” Lucifer loved this woman enough to give her this honor.  He wanted her to know that he trusted her.  
 
   “So you’re giving me the ability to rule Hell, even though I haven’t accepted the title and responsibilities?” she asked, raising an eyebrow at him.  She was going to have to teach him about boundaries and unwanted gifts.
 
   “Yes,” he shrugged matter-of-factly.
 
   “Can I give it back?” she grimaced.
 
   “No.  Now, I think you should rest.  You’ve had a long day and I have a few things I need to do,” Lucifer quickly ushered over to her bed so that she wouldn’t ask him to remove his power from her.  He meant what he said.  He wanted her safe.  Granting her power over his domain was one way of doing that.
 
   “You just don’t want me to see you bitch slapping the Fallen for disobeying your orders,” she snickered as she was forced to hop up on the bed.
 
   Lucifer chuckled darkly.  “I hope you never have to see that.”
 
   “If I’m going to stay with you, you can’t keep me locked away,” she took his hand and kissed his palm.
 
   “One step at a time.  You have to remember that this is all new to me too.  I’ve never had someone by my side that I care so much about.  It will take time to let go of my selfish ways,” he ran his hand down her cheek and sighed.  “As much as I hate to leave you, I must do so.  If I stay, there is little chance of you resting, especially when your dress has been ripped in all the best places.  Take this opportunity to use the power bestowed upon you to fix your dress.  Picture what you want to do in your mind and bend the power to your will,” Lucifer watched with anticipation to see if she could conjure an outfit.  Temptation needed to be out of his reach, if was going to force himself out the door to punish the Fallen.
 
   Anjali nodded nervously.  She knew it was a test.  She did as Lucifer told her and pictured what she wanted in her mind.  She felt around for the power he had pushed into her.  Closing her eyes, she focused on bending the new power to her will.
 
   She opened her eyes when she felt something brush against her skin.  Looking down, she saw that the familiar black dress was repaired and back in place.  She laughed when she saw what she had done.
 
   Lucifer was beaming with pride at her accomplishment.  He leaned over and kissed her forehead.  “I will return to wake you.  Now, rest and know that I will protect you while you sleep.”
 
   Anjali kissed Lucifer and watched him walk out of the room, sad to see him leave.
 
   ∞
 
   Putting his glass down on the table, he turned when he heard footsteps.  Wishing that he had something larger than his dagger, he turned to see whom he needed to kill.
 
   A flash of bright red stayed his hand.  Unfortunately, the bitch was back, which meant that a lynch mob might be along shortly.
 
   He was going to need another brandy to deal with her, depending on her reason for darkening the doorstep of his own personal hell.
 
   “I thought I told you if I ever saw you again, I would turn you over to Michael personally.  Believe it or not, he hates you more than he hates me, which is saying a lot.  Of course, I didn’t fall off the grid, at least, not in that way.  I still do my job,” he was pissed at her intrusion.  She was undoubtedly here to cause him more problems.
 
   The crazed redhead entered his hovel and teetered over to him in her expensive high-heeled shoes.  “Yes, I saw your last job, gruesome, even for you.  You’ve gotten worse since our last tryst,” she battled her pale green cat-shaped eyes at him and pushed her plentiful breasts toward him.  While it had been a while since he’d been with a woman, he would rather cut off his own balls and save the time and effort of having her do it.
 
   “Really?  I thought I was doing better,” he waved his arm as he threw himself into his black leather reclining chair.
 
   “They are having trouble identifying the body, darling.  I’m pretty sure I saw them using a strainer and a magnifying glass,” she was working her tight button-down yellow sundress, which accented all her luscious and dangerous curves.  He could never understand her affinity for bright colors given that the inside of her was blacker than coal and just as unyielding.
 
   “Yet you’re stupid enough to enter my domain without an invitation.  Brave or suicidal, I’m not sure, but we can easily find out,” he knew deranged was the answer, but thought better of saying it aloud until he knew what she was up to.
 
   “I want to make a deal with you, my dearest Alazar,” he knew from her sassy tone and the glimmer in her eye that she wouldn’t give up easily.  She was insane on her best day.
 
   His skin crawled at the thought of helping her.  He hated it when she tried to bring him into her schemes.  There was nothing more in this world that he wanted than to be left alone.  He had made that very clear on multiple occasions, yet she kept coming back like a plague.  No, plagues he liked, he respected their power to kill on a large scale.  She was a flesh-eating rat worthy of the Realm of Teeth.
 
   “I take it you need someone killed, Maraquette,” it was usually one of the two reasons she dared to seek him out.  He took a shot and assumed she wasn’t there for a good time, despite the fact that her dress was thin enough to reveal all that she had to offer and that she wasn’t wearing any panties.
 
   “Well, that is your specialty, almighty Angel of Death, unless you’ve changed professions without telling me.  I somehow don’t think you’ve turned into the Angel of Interior Design.  This place is ghastly, even for you,” she flicked away a spider that was crawling down the web in front of her.
 
   “And you’re the same vengeful bitch that has kicked me in the balls on more than one occasion.  Why should I let you live?” he knew the reason he kept her alive and he tried to think of that reason as he watched her wet her red lips.  Even though he detested her, she was amazing in bed, if you could get past the pain.
 
   “You’ve deserved every single kick to the ass, Alazar.  Don’t play innocent, you suck at it, dear brother,” she flipped her long shimmering red hair and let the fragile strap of her dress slide off her shoulder reminding him of what was at stake.
 
   “Flattery, an interesting tactic.  Oh, and don’t bother letting the rest of the dress fall, I’m well aware of what’s under it and I’m not interested.  I have better things to do than your dirty work, so shove off and go bother someone who gives a shit, and is hard up,” Alazar was done playing.  She was about to bear her teeth or her breasts, and either of them would land him up to his neck in misery.
 
   “You know, for someone who wanted out of Hell so badly, you certainly picked a cheery spot to vacation in.  One might think you were pining for your old zip code.  The lack of sunlight alone screams volumes.  Sitting in that chair with the candlelight playing across your face, you almost remind me of Lucifer in his throne, minus the long hair and deranged look.  I know very well that you have been camped out in this abysmal dungeon for a long time.  You’re hiding from her, yet you sit in a carbon copy of the very place that your Master should be taking possession of you.  You’re a therapist’s wet dream,” she paused as she ran her finger through the dust on the edge of the wall.  “We both know it’s only a matter of time until she finds you,” she smirked at him and watched him squirm.
 
   “Why do you care so much about my current situation?” Alazar growled.  He didn’t like where the conversation was headed.  For all he knew Maraquette was crazy enough to bring his biggest nightmare right to his front door.  He leaned forward, and gave her a look of warning.  Depending on the next words out of her mouth, he was very willing to end this game, permanently.
 
   “I don’t care about you, but you do know who I care about.  You and I have the same dilemma; we both want the girl dead.  Well, technically, we both want her to suffer and then die, excruciatingly, but either way, we want her dead,” Maraquette carefully sashayed across the broken floor of the dungeon making sure she had his full attention.
 
   “I’m listening,” Alazar liked this unexpected turn, as long as she wasn’t trying to deceive him.  He needed to be convinced that she wasn’t trying to seduce him into a guillotine.
 
   “I suggest an alliance.  I will do the heavy lifting and kill the little bitch, and then we both get what we want.  You will be free and Lucifer will be mine again.  I just need you to do what you do best,” Maraquette dropped the other strap and let the top of her sundress fall, revealing her perfectly rounded breasts.
 
   Alazar hardly noticed her body as he thought about killing the one person in the entire world that haunted him.
 
   “Do we get code names?  How about I call you, Selfish Bitch Who Will Stab Me in the Back and Watch Me Bleed for Laughs?  Wait, is that too long?  How about SBWWSMBWMBL?  Perhaps Dances with Missing Head would be more apt?” as much as Alazar wanted to form an alliance, he knew Maraquette was not the best of choices, but he was running out of time.
 
   “Laugh all you want Alazar, but your Master is coming for you.  Lucifer has her and it’s only a matter of time until she hunts you down, shackles your ass, and forces you to do her will.  I don’t think you’ll be so smug when that happens, and it will happen, unless we do something about it.  You can’t escape being a Predznak,” Maraquette stepped forward and leaned back, causing her breasts to be perfectly displayed, even in the dim light.
 
   Alazar watched Maraquette cup her breasts with her hands and move them enticingly.  Alazar was hard as he watched her, but he wasn’t hard because of her beauty, he was hard at the thought of finally being free.  His Master would be dead and he could stop hiding.  He would no longer have to look over his should every second of every day.
 
   “That will never happen.  I refuse to bow to anyone.  I will never submit to a Master,” Alazar was out of his chair and standing over her, staring her down.
 
   “I will kill her for you and in return, you will kill someone for me,” the words rushed out of Maraquette quickly as she averted her eyes from his icy gaze.
 
   Though he held power over someone when he took control of their eyes, he had no power over a Forgotten who had turned their back on Father.  As much as he wanted to, he couldn’t tempt her to take her own life.  She obviously feared him more than she let on.
 
   “Who do you need killed?” he whispered.  The thought of killing slithered through his mind.  He looked down at her flawless skin, finally acknowledging its appeal.  The urge to kill was upon him and that made him dangerous, but it also made him feel.  Looking down at her hard nipples, he wanted to feel more.
 
   “Michael,” she said quickly.
 
   Alazar was immediately pulled from his lust-filled haze.  “You’re more demented than I thought.  I’m not the insane one; you’ll need the Angel of Illness for that.  Go talk to Solren if you want deranged.  No one goes against the Sword of God and lives,” he brushed past her and kicked the small end table, crushing it.  He was angry that he was so close to getting what he wanted.  He should have known better than to get his hopes up.  Only Maraquette would ask for something worse than what she was offering.
 
   “Do you want your Master problem taken care of, or not?  I have Michael and his Celestial Warriors breathing down my neck, trying to kill me, and you have a woman who will put a yoke on you and use you to help her destroy the world.  We are both in deep shit, only I’m willing to do something about it,” Maraquette pulled her dress up to cover herself and replaced her dress straps, having admitted defeat.
 
   Alazar considered her proposal.  Killing Michael would be difficult, but not impossible, it could even be fun.  He didn’t care for the poser anyway.  What he needed was his Master dead, but he wasn’t sure if he was able to do it, not that he wasn’t willing to do it, but he wasn’t sure it would work.  The master/servant bond was tricky.  He might need Maraquette’s help after all.
 
   He faced her and considered his options.  Currently, she was the best offer on the table.  He begrudgingly nodded to her.
 
   “Then we have a deal?” Maraquette asked, the seductive tone gone from her voice.  The woman was suddenly all business.
 
   “Yeah.  I’ll kill Michael for you, once my Master is dead.  There is zero room for negotiation.  My part will be a hell of a lot easier than yours; besides, you benefit from it as well.  Lucifer’s little obsession will be taken care of, which will leave room for you to take possession of his heart once again.  Oh, and now that the deal has been made, if you back out of it, they will need a microscope to identify your remains,” Alazar was deadly as he spoke.  Maraquette was visibly concerned.
 
   “Very well.  Once your Master is dead, then you will deal with Father’s peacekeeper.  I promise you, your Master doesn’t stand a chance,” Maraquette purred as she shook hands with Alazar, sealing their agreement.
 
   “How do you plan on doing it, professional curiosity, nothing more?” Alazar shrugged picturing all the grotesque things he would do.
 
   “Leave that to me.  You worry about how you are going to kill our dear brother.  Oh, and I think it goes without saying that you must keep our agreement a secret.  I wouldn’t want Michael’s Celestial Warriors knowing of my part in this,” Maraquette smirked.
 
   “We’re in this together,” Alazar nodded.  “Now, let’s celebrate our arrangement,” Alazar flicked the fragile straps off her shoulders and watched the dress slide down her taut body.  He grabbed her shoulders and pushed her to her knees.  He was eager to take advantage of the emotions that surged through him.  The thought of killing allowed his power to rise and made his body come to life.
 
   Maraquette smirked at him.  She sank to her knees and unzipped his black jeans.
 
   Alazar threw his head back when her mouth closed over him.
 
   He reveled in the moment and imagined what it would be like to finally live life on his own terms and stop hiding in dungeons and graveyards.  He would be able to make his own decisions and do as he wished without the threat of servitude riding his ass.  He would be free and Anjali would be dead.
 
   


 
  



Chapter 18
 
    
 
   Anjali woke with a start.  It took her a moment to realize where she was.  The fire was burning low in the fireplace, casting an ominous glow over the room.  She was caught between dream and reality, trying to sort out what was real.  Though she couldn’t really remember her dream, she had the vague feeling that it had been a good dream for once.  It was strange dreaming of something other than Hell, only to wake up in Hell.  It would take some time getting used to it.
 
   She stepped out of bed and looked around the room.  She was a million miles from her parents and her friend.  She needed to talk to someone about everything that had happened.  While Lucifer was willing to listen to her, she needed someone impartial to speak to.  She thought about her father and giggled at the thought.  Gabriel was indeed her father and she wanted more than anything to be able to see him again.
 
   Anjali considered asking Lucifer if she could see Gabriel, but she feared his reaction since all outsiders required an escort.  She was desperate for a familiar face to talk through her concerns.
 
   CJ was out of the question.  Even if he accepted that she wasn’t dead, he wouldn’t be able to relate.  How was she supposed to figure out her density by herself?
 
   She was forced to think things through on her own, for the time being.  Pushing aside her frustrations, she decided that she had to start small.  If she was going to survive in Hell, she needed to learn how to control her new power.
 
   Looking around the bleak room, she knew what she wanted to do.  Lucifer had called this her home, yet it was depressing and ugly.  It was no wonder Serena had lost her mind.
 
   She cringed at the thought that Serena might have died in this very room.  It was enough to make her want to test out her new abilities.  She wanted to burn the tower down and start over, but settled for creating a few amenities from home.
 
   ∞
 
   Lucifer returned to the Hall of Mirrors after his meeting with the Fallen and a brief interrogation of Hades.  He needed to see Anjali before he unleashed his full rage on Hades.  The girl had begged him not to kill the traitor.  He needed to feel her skin against him before he would be calm enough to beat Hades without choking the life out of him.
 
   He paused before the dais.  Anjali.  She was the only person, aside from Father, that he listened to.  He needed her, not just her body, but also her mind and her heart.  He knew that Hades would hate it, but he made the decision.  He couldn’t deny it any longer.
 
   He entered the bedchamber and stopped short.  The room was remarkably different from when he had left.  Anjali had been busy in his absence decorating the room.  It was no longer the tower of horrors; instead, it was warm and inviting, enchanting even.  In front of the fireplace was a red sofa and sitting chairs seated around an ornate black coffee table.  A black chandelier hung over the table with black candles that were glowing brightly.  The fireplace was no longer a gaping hole in the stone wall, but a regular fireplace with a black gothic mantel.  On top of the mantle sat an antique clock and black candlesticks with red candles.  Along the wall was a floor to ceiling black bookshelf lined with books and knickknacks.  The bed, despite being a torture device, had soft pillows and a burgundy comforter over the black sheets.  There were end tables on either side of the bed with small candelabras on them.  On the opposite wall was a black vanity and mirror.  He immediately liked the thought of the mirror.  There were even soft rugs strewn about the room.  She had made the room inhabitable.
 
   Anjali jumped when she saw Lucifer.  She had been so lost in thought she hadn’t heard him enter.  She braced herself, afraid he might be angry with her for the changes.  She didn’t think the devil would enjoy someone messing with his room, even if it was temporary, but it was too barren and scary without furniture.
 
   “Are you mad?” she squeaked.
 
   “Why would I be mad?  I like it,” he smiled broadly.  He definitely liked the thought of this woman in his life.
 
   “I wanted to try out my power and see what I could do.  I might have gotten a little carried away,” she looked around, pleased with her work.
 
   “I think it’s perfect.  Come, sit down with me,” he brought her over to the sofa and sat her down.
 
   He carefully considered what he wanted to say as panic rose in him.  What he was about to say would forever change both of their lives.  The new decor stood as testimony for his bold decision.  Deep down, he knew he had to do this.
 
   “I have told you about the others who have tried to rule from the third throne and how none of them were right for the job.  I have thought it over and I want you to ascend the throne and assume possession of the Tower of the Depraved and the Hall of Mirrors, though I think we should change it to the Tower of the Destroyer.  I believe you are the one who can bring balance to Hades and me.  It is because of your plea of mercy that I have not killed Hades, though I desperately wanted to.  I have never shown anyone mercy before.  It’s a concept that I never cared to know.  You help me to be merciful.  Believe it or not, Hades is normally the voice of reason when I go too far, but even he can’t defeat my rage sometimes.  I believe in my heart that you can tame me when I cross the line,” Lucifer held his breath, waiting for her answer.  He was giving her the keys to the kingdom, praying that she would accept.
 
   “You really think I can rule by your side and not screw things up?” Anjali was skeptical.
 
   “Yes, I know you can, you’re strong enough and wise enough.  You have patience, understanding, and comprehend the level of punishment we must inflict.  You see both sides of the problem and know how best to deal with it.  You know when someone has crossed the line and gone too far.  No one else has been able to do that.  The throne is yours, if you want it.  The tower and the authority that comes with it are also yours, as long as you promise to remain dedicated to Hell.  I am warning you that it will not be easy.  I am extremely difficult to be around, though you calm me as no other can.  You will have all the rights and privileges that I had agreed to with Gabriel.  In addition, I want you to help me with the Realm of Nightmares.  You seem to have a knack for torturing my VIP prisoners.  You have a gift that I have rarely seen.  You can break down the worst of prisoners motivations and get to the root of what makes them evil, so that you can tailor their punishment to fit their crime,” Lucifer watched the emotions play across her face.  He wasn’t sure which emotion would win out, happiness or apprehension.
 
   “I know it’s what Gabriel wanted, but I don’t know if I can do it.  I see what it takes for you to be here, how it wears you down.  I don’t think I’m tough enough to endure all the evil.  The Fallen won’t listen to me after seeing me tossed so cavalierly into the realms, not to mention that Hades will be pissed.  There is no way I can deal with everyone bearing down on me, waiting for me to fail, day after day.  I don’t want to become like Tabbris, constantly watching my back for those who want to kill me.  I certainly don’t want to end up crazy like Serena,” Anjali looked at her dress and thought about all the Fallen who had suffered at Serena’s hand.  They might take a swing at her just to defy the memory of Serena and her dress.
 
   “You could never be like Tabbris, or Serena.  You certainly aren’t pompous like Tabbris and I pray to Father that no one will ever be as crazed as Serena was.  Once she fell from Heaven, she had no compassion left in her.  I broke her of her heavenly ways and she willingly accepted the role of the monster.  She embraced the darkness like no other,” Lucifer hung his head, regretful of his role in her demise.
 
   “What will keep you from doing the same to me?  I doubt I will be able to turn to you for help once you’re full-on evil.  I’m the one who is supposed to pull you back from the edge.  Who will save me if I fall?” she didn’t think of Lucifer as a lifeline.  She knew he would kill to protect her, but he would be of little help if she traveled down the path of chaos.
 
   “I understand your concern, but there are fail safes in place so that the Destroyer isn’t consumed by darkness.  Father feared that it might happen to you, which was why He gave you His light, but He also gave you other means of control.  There is still so much you do not know about your destiny, but you will learn about it in time.  Know that I believe in you.  I would not offer you this responsibility if I thought you would end up like Serena.  I admit that I never loved her, not one single day.  I hate myself for what happened to her.  I love you; I know it, I can feel it burning inside of me.  I am offering you my heart and my domain.  I want to share both with you,” Lucifer took her hands in his and kissed her.
 
   Anjali considered Lucifer’s offer.  “What if I don’t accept?  What will happen to me?” she was afraid she wouldn’t like the answer.
 
   Lucifer sighed as he carefully formulated his answer.  She wasn’t rejecting his offer, merely clarifying her options.  “If you don’t accept, then you are free to do as you please.  No harm will come to you.  I will still protect you.  I will still love you,” Lucifer held his breath, waiting for her answer.
 
   “What will it entail?  What will I have to do if I assume the throne?” she hadn’t seen Lucifer sit on the throne since she first arrived.  She had no idea what he dealt with on a daily basis.
 
   “Being in power means we must make sure that Hell is functioning properly.  All of the prisoners need to be kept occupied and controlled.  The realms must be maintained to ensure that the punishments have the intended effect.  We handle riots and escape attempts in the realms.  We end disputes among the Fallen and make sure they stay in line.  The prisoners in the Realm of Shadows need our attention, so that they remember why plotting against Father is unwise.  Then of course, there is the Council and their ridiculous demands.  They are constantly trying to impose their will upon us to prove that they are in charge, though we rarely give them the satisfaction of doing what they request.  Most of all, we do Father’s will.  If he asks us to hunt down an enemy, we gladly do it,” Lucifer missed the days of hunting down false gods.  “I believe that the Destroyer can handle most of these tasks.  If your power can’t make our enemies submit, then your kindness can certainly calm them long enough for me to take their heads.”
 
   Anjali imagined sitting on the throne.  While it had felt right when she was mad at Hades and Lucifer, she wasn’t sure if she could do it every day.  She thought about the others who had assumed control of the thrones.  Could she do a better job than they had?  She wasn’t sure.  On top of everything, Hades had made it very clear that he didn’t want her in Hell.  “I’m afraid I will make things worse.  Hades hates me.  He will go out of his way to disagree with everything I say, just to prove a point.”
 
   “Let go of your doubts.  I know you can do this.  There is a reason that I have allowed Hades to live this long.  He knows what is needed to run Hell.  Prove to him that you deserve to be here, and he will have no choice but to accept you.  He likes when things run smoothly.  Show him that you are willing to work with us, not against us.  He will come around; otherwise, I will remove his spleen,” Lucifer smiled encouragingly.
 
   She rolled her eyes at his threat and grimaced.  It was becoming more apparent by the second that Lucifer needed her.  “Very well then, I accept the third throne, but you have to agree that if I make Hell worse somehow, you will make me step down.  Promise me that if I end up like Serena, you will make sure I don’t harm anyone.  You will remove me from the throne immediately and you will end me,” she didn’t want to cause the downfall of Hell.
 
   Lucifer chuckled.  “You are the only one who has ever concerned themselves with ruining Hell,” he took a deep breath, and made his pledge to her.  “If I feel that you are not doing what is needed here or if you become mad and threaten to disrupt the inner workings of Hell, I will remove you from the throne,” he was careful to avoid the issue of ending her.  He wasn’t sure he could kill her, even if she were completely insane.
 
   “Thank you.  I accept your offer,” she let out a sigh of relief, knowing that Lucifer would make good on his promise if she made a mess of things.
 
   “I will teach you all you need to know and I’m sure, in turn, you will teach me a few things.  You are the only person I trust to take on this responsibility,” Lucifer smiled and rubbed the back of her hand.
 
   She pondered what it must have taken for him to place his trust in her.  She knew trust did not come easily for him.  “I’m glad you trust me.  I don’t want to do anything that will hurt you or destroy Hell, though; if I’m going to take this position, I have a few conditions,” she crossed her arms playfully and smirked at him.
 
   Lucifer chuckled.  The hard part was over; she was his.  Now came the bargaining.  She could ask for anything in the world, as long as she stayed with him.
 
   “Go on,” Lucifer put on his best game face and assumed a businesslike demeanor, letting her know that he was ready to negotiate.
 
   “First, Serena’s chair has to go,” Anjali pointed toward the Hall of Mirrors.
 
   “Done,” he laughed at her demand and snapped his fingers.  “The Hall of Mirrors is now yours, so I have given you a throne befitting the Destroyer,” that one was easy.  He braced himself for the next condition.  “Next.”
 
   “I don’t want to be called Mistress anymore.  It’s tacky,” she made a face and rolled her eyes.  She didn’t want to be anyone’s mistress.  Girlfriend, lover, sure, but she didn’t want to be the devil’s whore anymore.
 
   “I no longer think of you as my mistress, you must know that by now, but I agree.  It was wrong of me to strip you of your identity and debase you.  I’m sorry for that.  I will warn you that I don’t want anyone else calling you by your given name.  I want to be the only one to call you Anjali; you are my gift, no one else’s.  Granted Gabriel will argue with me, so he can call you whatever he pleases, but no one else.  I have already warned the Fallen not to address you as Anjali.  I will kill any man who utters your name,” Lucifer had long ago cursed Hades from ever saying her name or he would instantly lose his testicles.
 
   “Okay, then something else.  As partial as I am to Michelle, it really doesn’t say I rule in Hell beside Lucifer,” Anjali couldn’t imagine being called Michelle by the Fallen, without them snickering at her.
 
   “No, it doesn’t exactly inspire fear.  As much as I don’t want the power to go to your head, you will be dealing with ruthless mercenaries here.  You need something that will make them bow to you, as they should.  They all saw your display of power.  They will break their knees to bow before you after that performance; we don’t want you to lose momentum.  You need a title, something that is grand and yet formidable.  They will refer to you as Lady, just as they refer to me as Lord,” Lucifer shook his head as he pondered a new moniker.
 
   “I like Lady Black.  Michelle’s last name was Black.  At least I would be able to keep some of my name,” if she was only allowed to go by one name, she wanted something simple that people would remember, but it needed to make a statement.
 
   “Perfect.  Lady Black it is.  From this day forth, you shall be known as such.  Is that all?” Lucifer pretended to be cavalier, but was practically shaking.  He liked negotiating with her; she was strong and defiant.  Not many made deals with the devil and actually came out ahead.
 
   Anjali hesitated.  She knew what she really wanted; even though she knew it would start a fight.
 
   “I want to be able to go to the Mortal Realm.  I swear I will return to Hell, but I can’t live here every day without losing my mind.  I’m afraid it will wear on me.  You said I wasn’t your prisoner.  I promise you that I will find a way to balance out being in both places, but if I stay here I’m afraid I will become insane,” Anjali knew she was pleading, but she was being honest.
 
   “No.  I cannot let you leave,” he growled at the thought of her not being near him.
 
   “I can’t fulfill my duties as the Bringer of the Apocalypse if I stay here.  You have to know that.  I’m not sure how I’m supposed to know when to blow everything up, but I’m pretty sure that I need to be in the Moral Realm to figure it out.  I’m powerful but I don’t think I can end the world from here.  You are going to have to let me go at some point,” she wasn’t sure if Lucifer was going to listen to reason but she didn’t want to fight about it.  She knew she would be called upon to return to the Mortal Realm, eventually.  She didn’t need him freaking out when it happened.
 
   “Can’t you understand that I need you?  I need you to help me.  Without you, I’m numb and my emotions disappear.  I can’t lose you,” Lucifer grabbed her and crushed her against him.
 
   “I’m not leaving you.  You’re not losing me.  I know that this is my home now and I accept that.  I’m not staying because you are giving me a tower and a title; I’m staying because you need me.  I see what you are like when I’m with you and I don’t want to take that away from you.  I care about you.  I’m simply asking for the ability to visit my father and clear my head.  I’m not trying to escape.  I’m just asking for a reprieve,” Anjali tried desperately to make him understand.
 
   Lucifer knew she wasn’t lying.  She wasn’t trying to trick him.  She didn’t technically need his permission to leave.  Little did she understand that she could blow apart the blocked tunnels in the Caves of Darkness and run far away from him.  He understood that she was asking because it was something she needed.  Gabriel was important to her, just as Father was important to him.  He missed Father every day.  He knew Gabriel would be the voice of reason when his own voice failed.  She would have to go back to the Moral Realm, since she was the Destroyer, but he didn’t have to like it.
 
   “Swear to me that you will not leave me alone in the dark,” tears came to his eyes as he pleaded with her.  He had never asked anyone for help before, not like this.  He was admitting his weakness to her.  He prayed that she would be kind to him and give him what he needed.
 
   “I won’t.  I will be here with you when you fall too far into darkness, but as you said to Hades, you need to find a balance between the happiness you feel when I am with you and the evil that is required to do your job.  I will be there when you need to be reminded of who you truly are, a good angel who is doing God’s will,” she smiled at him and kissed him.
 
   “Then I begrudgingly allow you to return to the Mortal Realm, but I ask you to wait a little while.  You have finally accepted to stay with me and assume the throne.  There is much preparation that needs to be done and a lot for you to learn,” he ran his fingers along the edge of her dress.  He wasn’t ready to let her out of his sight.
 
   “I will wait and learn what is needed before I leave.  Thank you for letting me go,” she rewarded him with a breathtaking smile that made him yearn for her.
 
   “I could not bear it if I were to lose you.  You are everything to me Anjali.  I will obliterate anyone who dares take you from me.  Hades is lucky that his arms are still attached to his body,” Lucifer growled when he thought about Hades’ treachery.
 
   He took in the scent of her hair and tried to reconcile her needs with his own.  As long as she cared for him and continued to pull him from the darkness, he could abide by her request to return to the Mortal Realm.
 
   “You won’t lose me and I will return to you,” she smiled.
 
   ∞
 
   “Master, my Lady, there are fights breaking out in the Realm of Thirst.  According to Lila the prisoners are threatening to riot.  The thirst is not enough to keep this lot of prisoners under control,” Vincent knelt before the dais in the Hall of Mirrors.
 
   He was careful to avoid Lady Black’s gaze.  Lucifer was bad enough to deal with; he didn’t want his new boss tearing him to shreds over something minor, like looking at her.  He had witnessed her power and didn’t need a lightning bolt up his ass.
 
   “Anjali, any suggestions?” Lucifer looked at her from the corner of his eye.  He hated talking about her adventures through the realms, but she understood them in ways even he couldn’t.  It had been a few millennia since he’d personally tested their strength, the Realm of Fire being the exception 
 
   “My Lord, I would suggest offering them false hope.  The Realm of Thirst is not a difficult torture and does not busy the mind enough.  There is nothing to focus on except for your own anger and frustration.  Give them a goal, something to work toward so that they fail.  Present them with unattainable water, which is just out of reach, coupled with the unending desire to reach it, a compulsion so that they need to obtain it.  Your riots will quickly fade,” Anjali’s expression was indifferent as she spoke.  She didn’t want to spook Vincent for no reason.  All of the servants had been jittery since Caleb had died.
 
   Lucifer had explained her duties and shown her how to act while in charge, even if she didn’t have a clue as to what she was doing.  He told her that, even if she wasn’t going to follow through on her threats, she needed to give the impression that she would.  No matter what situation she was presented with, she had to maintain an air of authority and make sure everyone feared her, so that no one would question her.  It was harder than she thought, but she had survived the week.  Lucifer told her that she should act the same way as she had when she froze the Realm of Fire, haughty, self-righteous, and pissed off.  She didn’t exactly follow his advice, but she did manage to keep everyone from hunting her and taking her head.
 
   “Perfect, my dear.  Vincent, tell Lila to do exactly that.  If I find out that you didn’t give Lila the message verbatim, it will be the end of you.  I have been entirely too soft on all of my servants, if Caleb’s actions exemplify the loyalty you each have for me.  It is very difficult to find servants that can survive for more than a few weeks.  You have been with me for decades, Vincent, which is a rare thing.  Do not test my patience,” Lucifer waved Vincent away.  He knew Aganon, standing at his side, would understand that the warning was for all of his servants.
 
   “It will be done, my Lord.  I will not fail you,” Vincent bowed and quickly dashed out of the hall.
 
   She looked over to Aganon, who was standing tall next to Lucifer’s reconstructed Skull Throne.  She wondered how many servants he’d had during his time in Hell.
 
   “My Lord, will you find another servant to replace Caleb?” Anjali turned to look at Lucifer, who was sitting a few inches behind her to show the hierarchy.  Everyone needed to know that Lucifer was still in command of Hell and that she was there to assist him.
 
   “Yes.  Since we create servants from suicide victims and mortals stupid enough to make deals with us, they’re not exactly the cream of the crop.  Loyalty is an issue.  We deal with their shortcomings or we don’t have servants at all,” a smile spread across Lucifer’s face when he saw her breast partially peeking out of her dress.  He loved the way she looked on her new throne.
 
   He had created a throne that would best represent her.  Half of it was made from light blue crystals carved to resemble ice shards and the other half was made from red crystals carved to resemble bursts of flames.  At the top of the throne was her symbol embedded in the crystal, crafted from polished silver.  Lucifer wanted anyone who gazed upon it, including the worthless Council Members, to fear the crescent moon and the sun falling from the sky, which represented the complete and utter destruction of the world, and remember that she was Father’s ultimate weapon.
 
   “Never trust the wicked.  I think I’ve learned that one.  Oh, and never trust anything Hades says,” she sighed when she thought about all the heartache and pain Hades had put her through.
 
   “I told you that you would do well here,” he was beaming at her with pride and lust.
 
   She liked when he looked at her approvingly.  It made her happy and it gave her the confidence to take on her new role.
 
   “Speaking of Hades, I think I’ll go see how he is doing in the Hall of Torment.  It’s time that I clear the air between us, or rip his wings off and stuff them down his throat.  Either way, we need to come to an understanding,” she sighed and stood up from her throne.
 
   Lucifer was up and grabbing her wrist before she could step off the dais.  He pulled her close and whispered into her ear.  “Will you actually rip off his wings and shove them down his throat?” he was purring with excitement at the thought.
 
   She looked up at him with enormous eyes and breathed the word, “No.”
 
   Lucifer smirked and released her arm, sending her along her way.  He was excited by her dark side, but was always surprised when her compassion decided her course of action.  Yes, she would do very well here.
 
   Anjali entered the third floor hallway as the Fallen averted their eyes and dove for cover when she walked past them.  They were all fearful of her since ninety percent of them had tortured her in the realms.  They knew they were technically innocent, since they were given the order by Hades, yet they were smart enough to know that Lucifer wouldn’t care about logistics and would kill them disobeying his original order.  She chuckled to herself as she watched them bow to her and suddenly become very busy.  She knew they didn’t respect her, but they were apprehensive of her.  She could live with that, so long as she didn’t have to be punished by them again.
 
   Walking down the hallway that led to the Hall of Torment and the Hall of Mercy, she tried to figure out what she was going to say to Hades, or better yet, what she was going to do to him.  As much as she wanted to rip out his tongue, she figured Lucifer would have covered that torture already.  What could she possibly do to Hades that hadn’t been done to him by Lucifer or the Fallen?
 
   Walking into the Hall of Torment, she nearly collided with Hades, who was hanging from the ceiling in chains directly in front of the entrance.  His hands were bound together in blue glowing restraints, and strung above his head.  It reminded her of a store window display.  He looked like the poster boy for misery and despair.  She had never seen someone as battered in all her life.
 
   Her heart went out to him, until she remembered that he had nearly killed her.  Whatever she had planned on saying or doing to him no longer mattered.  Though she could still feel his sharp blade against her throat and the sensation of warm blood rushing down her chest, she almost forgave Hades when she took stock of his injuries.  He had wronged her, yet she didn’t want to see him in such agony.
 
   Lucifer was using him as an example to the other Fallen.  Step out of line, and you will take his place.  It looked like it was working since there were no other angels being tortured in the first few rows.  The only ones being tortured were the souls, located halfway down the hall, and the prisoners from the Hall of Shadows, who were hanging on the walls.  Even the back row reserved for servants was vacant.
 
   “Lady Black, to what do I owe the honor?” Hades croaked out the question.  It was clear he had sustained damage to his throat.  He sounded weaker than usual and less condescending, though he was still snarky.
 
   “I’m told that you used to be the Angel of Endurance, which is a lucky thing since I usually don’t leave survivors once I unleash my power, according to Lucifer.  I see you heard about my new name,” she stood in front of him and tried to find his features underneath all the blood and bruises.  His matted hair was hanging down, covering his eyes that were nothing more than slits in his swollen and broken face.
 
   “News travels fast.  Sorry I missed your coronation; I was a little tied up.  Lucifer practically stamped your new name across my stomach,” he started coughing uncontrollably and wheezed up blood bubbles.  She assumed his lungs had been ruptured.  “You came here to gloat.  How kind of you.  I can almost respect that.”
 
   Anjali looked over at Dmitri, the Overseer of the hall.  He was a tall, muscular angel who looked like he knew how to use every weapon locked inside the metal gates in each corner of the room.  His black leather outfit was complemented by his dark features and added to the general menace of the hall.
 
   He looked at her with curiosity, but quickly turned away to finish sharpening an axe.
 
   “No.  I didn’t come here to gloat, I came to talk, but I can’t talk to you like this,” she sighed and mentally kicked herself for what she was about to do.  “Dmitri, take Hades to the Hall of Mercy.  I wish to interrogate him.”
 
   Dmitri hesitated for a moment, but complied quickly when he saw the resignation on her face.
 
   He unchained Hades, but left the Celestial Bonds on him.  Grabbing Hades by the scruff of his expensive shirt, he dragged him across to the smaller, though even more menacing, Hall of Mercy and tossed him brusquely into the middle of the room.  He bowed to Anjali and left the room.
 
   “Where do you want him, my Lady?” an angel appeared from the corner of the hall and stood next to Hades, waiting for her to decide which torture apparatus she wanted to use.
 
   The room was filled with racks, iron maidens, wooden stockades, and tables and chairs with handcuffs attached.  Every surfaced was stained with blood.  She ignored the rows of pliers and metal spikes on the walls, trying not to vomit.
 
   “I’ll take it from here, Vadim.  Leave us.  See to it that we aren’t disturbed,” she replied curtly to the sinister looking angel.  He would think that she was crazy for what she was planning to do.
 
   Vadim was confused by her request, but bowed slightly to her and left them alone in the room.
 
   She waved her hand, allowing Lucifer’s power to flow from her, just as she’d practiced.  She removed the dirt and blood from Hades’ face and hair, while lessening his pain and swelling.  As one of the Heads of Hell, she had the power to heal him completely, but she wasn’t willing to be that kind to him.
 
   She looked around the frightening room while waiting for Hades to roll on his side and sit up.  She decided it was best to keep his hands tied behind his back; otherwise, they would have to repair this section of the castle too.
 
   “You do know that you’re supposed to seek retribution while I’m locked up, don’t you?  Apparently, Lucifer didn’t explain the rules to you.  You should be taking a swing at me, not mending my broken bones,” Hades tsked at her, yet again invoking his patented “you poor stupid child” look.
 
   “I know how things work in this room.  Who says I didn’t heal you just to re-break all of your bones one by one?” she gave him her best evil glare.  She wanted to see his fear for just a second.  That alone would be worth all of her pain.
 
   Hades gulped and leaned back.  “He’s right, you’ll fit right in.  If I may, leave the face alone.  I hate looking unattractive.  I’m very vain if you haven’t figured it out,” Hades closed his eyes, waiting for the first blow, accepting the retribution.
 
   “Relax I’m not here to hurt you.  I told you, I came to talk,” she leaned against the wall and watched the confusion play across his face.  He slowly relaxed when he saw that she wasn’t going to kick him.
 
   He quickly regained his bravado.
 
   “Sure.  Go ahead and talk, I have nothing but time, and nothing better to do,” Hades rolled his eyes and waited for her to start yelling.
 
   He appreciated the reprieve from the grueling pain and was grateful to have feeling in his fingers again, but he didn’t trust that she wouldn’t strike out at him.
 
   “You and I are going to have to find a way to work together.  I’m not leaving and I have asked Lucifer not to kill you, so we are going to have to call a ceasefire,” Anjali knew the conversation would end up in a fistfight, but she had to try something.
 
   He’d been waiting for this fight since Lucifer appeared before him, telling him that he would live to see another ass kicking from the Destroyer.  “You’re asking for a truce?  Really?  How quaint.  I constantly have to remind myself how young and naïve you are.  You truly don’t understand the inner workings of Hell and you certainly don’t understand me.  No deal darling…Lady Black.  You will simply have to watch your back until the end of days, or the end of your days, whichever comes first,” Hades smirked, waiting for her to pout.
 
   He had underestimated her power when he tried to take her head.  He knew he needed to find another way to be rid of her.  If he couldn’t kill her, then he would demean and abuse her until she fled from Hell in tears.  She was still young and inexperienced.  She wouldn’t last long, just like Maraquette and Tabbris.  He just needed to find the right kind of torture, something she couldn’t withstand.
 
   “Is this what you did to Tabbris and Serena?  Did you get inside their heads and break them?  I’m not interested in your threats, Hades.  Between the two of us, who do you really think would survive a serious fight?  Oh wait, you already know the answer to that, unless you enjoyed being a lightning rod.  If I were you, I would make a mental list of all the tortures you made me endure and remember that I can conjure up the really terrible ones without a realm.  My power alone can drown you, burn you, freeze you, and crush you, any time, any place.  You don’t even have to leave the comfort of your bed.  I can pull your entire tower down around your ears before you even wake up from your pitiful dreams.  You threatened Tabbris until he was paranoid and scared enough to run home.  You and I are not equals and we certainly aren’t on the same playing field.  Can you destroy the world with a wave of your hand?” Anjali growled.  She watched Hades consider her threats.
 
   “Killing you in your sleep would negate all of your power.  Good luck sleeping with one eye open.  I see that the Bringer of the Apocalypse has grown a little big for her britches.  You’re using your power to intimidate and threaten people.  I didn’t think you had it in you.  Just think of all the things you’ll do once you get the hang of ruling Hell.  In a short span of time, you’ve managed to move up the ranks from plaything to ruler.  You even managed to get the corner office.  And to my surprise, the promotion comes with a new title.  Lady Black, how truly terrifying.  Your name will be synonymous with fear in no time and if your name doesn’t do it, your new attitude certainly will,” Hades laughed as he mocked her.  The last thing he needed was for her to realize her full potential.  She could bring Hell to its knees if she became a tyrant.  She needed to believe that she was beneath his notice.
 
   “Fear doesn’t become you Hades,” Anjali turned to leave.
 
   “This isn’t fear kitten...Lady Black; you are nothing more than an annoyance to me and for only a brief time.  You are a showpiece.  Lucifer will be done with you, and you will be back to being set on fire, and frozen, and drowned, and on and on,” Hades pulled against the Celestial Bonds around his wrists, knowing it was a futile effort.  The damned things were unbreakable.  If only he could get his hands on her, he would show her just how scary he could be.
 
   “Shut up.  I’m so tired of you droning on about how Lucifer will throw me away.  You’re the one who tried to kill me, not him.  It’s all you, so stop dragging Lucifer into this.  If you have a problem with me, then tell me.  Stop trying to make me think that I’m going to lose everything,” Anjali snapped as she turned to face him.
 
   “You are going to lose everything.  This place will turn you inside out, suck the life out of you, and leave you barren,” Hades growled.  The darkness inside of him welled up, begging to strike out at her.
 
   She paused.  Hades was right.  He and Lucifer were the prime examples of that.  They were fierce angels who had no tenderness or love left in them.  Their souls had fought against the lure of evil for too long.  They were lost and devoid of hope.  She was going about this the wrong way.  She calmed herself and stepped forward.  She moved close enough to Hades so that he could head-butt her if he wanted to.  She sat down in front of him and looked into his eyes.
 
   “Enough, Hades,” she sighed and put her hand on his face.  He recoiled, but stopped when he realized she wasn’t going to hurt him.  “You and Lucifer have been through so much pain; I don’t want to add to it.  It’s stupid to fight.  You don’t actually believe that Hell will fall into ruins because Lucifer loves someone, you’re afraid that he won’t need you anymore.  You’ve been running things and keeping Lucifer in line for an eternity.  I believe you enjoy what you do.  As much as you complain about it, you like doing God’s will.  If Lucifer was balanced and normal, then what would he need you for?  No matter what, he isn’t going to replace you.  Deep down he cares about you, of that, I’m sure; otherwise, you would have died long ago.  He just has an odd way of showing his affection.  I certainly have no interest in kicking you out, as long as we can play well together.  He needs you to do what you do best by making sure that Hell runs, as it ought to.  I’m not going to stop that from happening,” Anjali spoke softly to him, trying to reassure him that she wasn’t replacing him.
 
   “You could never replace me.  I’m not afraid of being cast aside, I’m afraid Lucifer will forget why he is here.  I need him evil; I need him rampaging, most of the time.  Sentiment, patience, and understanding won’t get the job done.  You will destroy everything I have worked for if you turn him into a pansy.  Don’t you get that?” Hades was intense as he spoke.  He was desperately trying to make her understand the problem.
 
   “I do understand that.  I swear to you that I will find a way to keep him happy and crazed, though not at the same time.  He needs a reprieve from the darkness, but I understand that he needs the darkness to rule.  I don’t know how I’m going to accomplish it, but I will do it,” Anjali nodded to Hades.
 
   Hades sighed and looked away from her.  Pulling his face from her hand, he forced himself not to look down at her dress or revel in the feel of her hand against his skin.  He hated to admit that there was more than one reason why he wanted her gone.
 
   “Even if you find a way to balance his moods, there is no guarantee you won’t lose your mind.  Then I will have two raging lunatics to deal with.  It was hard enough the first time, and no, I wasn’t responsible for Serena’s madness.  She did that all on her own.  She liked the power, she rejoiced in it.  I had to talk her down off her power trips on more than one occasion.  Do you have any idea how much of a mess she made?  She killed some of my best people.  She almost killed your…,” Hades bit his lip.  He had to stop thinking about the girl’s cleavage and focus before he said something that would most certainly get him killed.
 
   “My what?” she was surprised that Hades had almost revealed something.  He was usually very good at keeping his secrets carefully hidden away.
 
   “I was going to say, she almost killed your precious Lucifer.  Now, if you don’t mind, I think I’ll take my kick to the groin.  It would be less painful than listening to your infantile ramblings,” Hades needed to get away from her as quickly as possible.  Better to bleed than to want to kiss her.  He didn’t need to say something he would regret.  He was forbidden to speak about the Predznak.  Lucifer’s patience with him would end there.
 
   She knew Hades was lying, then again, he was still breathing.  “No.  No beatings.  Not today.  I’m not done talking,” she remained seated in front of him.
 
   He glared at her, trying to think of something that would drive her away in tears.  He was about to insinuate that her performance in Lucifer’s bed was the reason for her sudden rise to fame but he was caught off guard.
 
   Lady Black, damn it, he hated calling her that, but he had no choice since her other name was off-limits.  He noticed that Lady Black held in her hands a bowl containing some sort of liquid.
 
   “Lucifer tells me that angels can eat, though it’s not necessary, unless you’re wearing Celestial Bonds.  I’m told they weaken you and make you thirsty and hungry, like the prisoners in the Hall of Shadows.  Here, soup.  It’s what mortals eat when they are sick or injured.  It’s a family recipe,” Anjali held out a spoonful of soup for Hades to eat.
 
   “What in the world are you doing?  Is it poisoned?  Is that how you’re going to torture me?  Who told you that I hate being poisoned, was it Jared?  I will rip his heart out for this,” Hades growled and turned his head from the vile concoction.  Though he was starving, he wasn’t about to fall for her tricks.
 
   “You paranoid twit, it’s not poison and I’m not trying to kill you, see?” Anjlai took the spoon into her mouth and drank some broth.
 
   “Then why?  Why would you offer to feed me?” Hades had to give her credit for the performance.  He almost believed that she merely wanted to aid him.
 
   “Because it’s a nice thing to do.  I have a feeling no one has been nice to you in a very long time.  I don’t see Katarina in here reading you bedtime stories and kissing your boo-boos,” Anjali cocked her eyebrow at him, waiting for the next barb to be thrown.
 
   Hades sighed.  She had him there.  No one was ever nice to him, though he typically frowned upon such things.  “She came earlier in the week and pulled out all of my teeth.  I may have accidentally, intentionally, slept with a few people.  Of course, she started it by blowing Nolan, but she doesn’t exactly see it that way.”
 
   “Yeah, she’s a real sweetheart.  Now shut up and eat the soup while it’s warm,” she held out the spoon to him again and waited.  She tried to keep her face neutral, but she was happy when he reluctantly leaned in and opened his mouth.
 
   He rolled his eyes and slurped the soup.  He waited for the burning to start, but was pleasantly surprised when it tasted good.  He watched a smile spread across her face.  Deep down, he wanted her to be nice to him, though admittedly, he wouldn’t know how to react.  She had been right about him being jealous, but for the wrong reason.  He wanted her and wanted Lucifer to forget about her.  Maybe they could form a truce.
 
   “It’s bearable,” he shrugged and leaned in for more.
 
   “Why did you really throw me into the realms against Lucifer’s orders?  I know it wasn’t because of my suicide.  You used that as an excuse,” she offered him more soup and waited.
 
   “I’m not the one who threw you into the realms,” he stiffened when he saw her eyes tighten.  “Fine, I wanted you to leave, one way or another.  Lucifer has been obsessing over you for so long.  I knew it would only get worse once you were here.  When I saw the effect you had on him I panicked.  I thought if you were miserable enough, you would want to end your life.  You are a complication that he doesn’t need, and I don’t want.  He started spouting love poetry.  Do you know how frightening that was?  I had to step up my game.  I was afraid he would do exactly what he did and put you into power, just as he promised Gabriel.  Three people in power doesn’t work here, it never has.
 
   “Tabbris made things unbearable.  He did nothing but whine about how we went too far in punishing the mortals, yet he thought they should be eliminated.  He never liked mortals.  He saw no point in their redemption.  He thought it was useless to torture the mortals and did everything he could to block us from doing our jobs.  He came here just to prove that creating a Hell would be a waste of time, though we proved him wrong and he thankfully left.
 
   “Maraquette was selfish and only concerned about her own bullshit, and you seem to know about Serena.  Lucifer and I make things work.  You will only screw things up and I will have to clean house.  I’m tired of failure.  I’m tired of attempting to make things work only to have a third in power cause more chaos.  If you think you can rule this place without making things worse, then you don’t understand Hell,” Hades sighed and took another spoonful of soup.
 
   “I understand Hell better than you think.  I’ve had nightmares about this place since I was born as Michelle.  Didn’t you ever wonder why I didn’t break while in the realms?  Didn’t you wonder why I didn’t come crying to you, pleading with you to free me of my pain and end my life?  I had suffered in all the realms long before I ever officially met you.  Every night I was burned alive, skewered, stripped of my flesh, and every morning I woke up knowing I had to face it all again the next night.  You merely gave me what I was used to.  I lived in Hell for eighteen years, unable to tell a soul, save one.  In all that time, I never understood why and I never had a way out.  It was relentless.  What you failed to realize, Hades, is that I was well prepared to endure the real realms.  On top of that, you gave me something that I didn’t have before, a reason to fight.  It was my anger and need for vengeance that allowed me to fight back.  I hated you and it forced me to grow up and take control.  You gave me the means of unlocking my power.  The darkness inside of me gained strength every time you forced me to protect my existence.  I embraced my darkness and unleashed my power, because of you.  You only have yourself to blame for what I have become.  Who knows what would have happened if you had left me alone.  You certainly wouldn’t be sitting in here tied up, losing blood.  I should be thanking you,” Anjali smirked as she witnessed Hades comprehend the truth.
 
   Hades was shocked but tried not to seem defeated.  He could kick himself for the mistakes he’d made with her.  In his attempts to push her over the edge, he had roused a sleeping Destroyer, which wasn’t exactly what he was going for.  Damn, he should have left her alone.  Threats would only increase her anger and her need for vengeance.  He knew those temptations all too well.  It would only escalate their fight if he continued in this vein.
 
   “You’re going to end up like the others.  You already have darkness inside of you.  Maraquette and Serena were Heavenly Angel, filled with love and goodness, and they couldn’t withstand the evil here.  They weren’t the only ones.  Lucifer tried to keep a few different mortal women at his side.  He wasn’t terribly serious about them, at least not enough to put them on the throne.  You don’t want to know what happened to them,” Hades grimaced.  Being honest with her was the only way to make her see the truth.
 
   “I’m not them,” she shrugged.
 
   “I meant what I said before.  Your life will not be easy and the path you are on will bring you much sadness.  Mark my words; there will come a time when you come to me, begging me to end you.  That offer has expired.  I’m going to watch you beg for death and I won’t grant it.  Here’s a fun fact for you; go check out the Realm of the Destroyer.  I dare you to face the people who died from your little killing fits.  They are stuck in Hell until a full Apocalypse is created and paradise is once again achieved.  If you think you’re strong enough to survive here, then look into the eyes of the people you condemned to an eternity of pain,” Hades looked her directly in the eyes.
 
   “Trust me, I won’t be begging for you to kill me anytime soon.  I’m stronger than you think,” she picked up the spoon and fed him more soup.  She decided not to comment on his taunt about the realm until she saw it with her own eyes.
 
   Hades wasn’t allowed to hurt the girl, even if he wanted to.  Lucifer promised to do worse than kill him if he harmed Lady Black again.  He would be thrown out of Hell and forced to go back to Heaven.  As much as he wanted to go home, he knew he wouldn’t survive.  The grief over the deplorable things he’d done would make him beg for death.  Of course, she didn’t need to know that.  It was better to make the girl believe that he would lash out at her at any moment.
 
   “I have a feeling you would stab me through the heart, if given the opportunity,” Hades chuckled, and then sheepishly took another spoonful of soup.
 
   “If you think that, then you know nothing about me,” Anjali gave him the last of the soup and stood up.
 
   “Does this mean that my sentence is over?” Hades asked hesitantly.  He was still afraid she would beat the shit out of him.
 
   “Answer me this.  When I first arrived, you were startled when you saw me.  Why?  Don’t bother lying to me.  I saw the fear in your eyes.  I’ve never heard you stutter before, even when your face was broken.  You almost bowed to me.  Why did you fear me?” she stared at him pointedly.
 
   Hades took a moment to think about his answer.  He had been caught off guard by her sudden appearance in the Throne Room.  He’d expected a parade in her honor, but instead, she was standing in front of Lucifer looking small and helpless in her pink pajamas.  It took less than a second to realize that Lucifer had stolen, or tricked the girl.
 
   “I admit that I was surprised by your appearance.  There was to be a formal ceremony when you arrived.  Since there was no pomp and circumstance, I knew something was very wrong.  I was afraid he had taken you against your will and that you would release your power and raze Hell.  I didn’t want to be caught in the crossfire.  When I saw your clothes, I knew that he had stolen you.  I did expect Gabriel to storm the gates and take you back.  I was not looking forward to that fight.  Serena’s dress in Lucifer’s hands didn’t alleviate my concerns.  I thought he would hand over the dress and the throne on the spot.  It wasn’t until he called you Mistress that I understood the level of deception he was employing to keep you in Hell,” Hades shrugged.  It cost him nothing to tell her his version of the events.
 
   “Yet you did nothing to stop him from lying to me.  Have you always hated me, or is this something new?  Did we know each other in Heaven?” she quipped.
 
   Hades rolled his eyes.  He hated being questioned; he preferred to do the interrogating.  “I never knew you before you arrived in Hell.  You were created long after I left Heaven.  I’d heard of your exploits and I assumed that you were cruel, unyielding, and brutal.  To my dismay, you are boring, insipid, and useless to me,” Hades smirked, waiting to see her frown.  He didn’t know why he delighted in making her miserable, but he considered it his new favorite pastime.
 
   Anjali flicked her wrist and used her power to pull Hades off the ground and suspend him in midair in front of her.  “I’ll let Dmitri know that you are ready for your next round of pain, or better yet, I’ll call Katarina, so that she can tuck you in and give you a kiss.”
 
   The smug look on Hades’ face quickly disappeared, replaced by fear.  She needed to remind Hades that she was no longer the confused girl in the pink PJs.  She was the Bringer of the Apocalypse, not his bitch.
 
   


 
  



Chapter 19
 
    
 
   Lucifer paced around the partially reconstructed Throne Room, waiting for Anjali to arrive.  He wanted to discuss the renovations to get her opinion on a new dais, which was a strange thing for him to desire.  He rarely cared about what anyone had to say.
 
   He smiled when he thought about the first time she had ascended the steps to her throne.  She seemed hesitant and flustered, which was adorable, but once she took the throne and looked up, she acted like a queen.  She listened to each problem and every time he asked her opinion, she reflected on the conversation and responded with a levelheaded suggestion.  It was an amazing sight.
 
   He saw the difference from her predecessors immediately.  Tabbris had looked cocky and bored.  Maraquette was indifferent, and too wrapped up in her fantasies of them living happily ever after, while Serena looked like she was ready to bite someone.  Yes, Anjali would make a fine addition to Hell.
 
   He was deep in thought when he heard a thud behind him.  He turned and found his servant from the Mortal Realm Jimmy, aka Creeper, disemboweled on his floor.  Not that it was an unpleasant sight, but it was a surprising one.  He wondered whom his servant had pissed off this time.  He looked to the doorway to see who had thrown him to the ground.
 
   Lucifer’s breath caught in his throat when he saw the familiar blue fire of a Celestial Sword, but was shocked to see who was wielding it.  Gabriel.  It took an extra second to acknowledge that Creeper had not only been gutted, but had also sustained a blow to the heart.  His servant was truly dead.
 
   Lucifer quickly regained his composure and glared at Gabriel.  “Mind telling how you got into my Hell, again?  Oh, and you owe me a new servant,” he remarked casually, refusing to let Gabriel see his fear.
 
   “I swore to you that you wouldn’t like the repercussions if you failed to honor the contract.  Summon the guards and Creeper won’t be the only causality.  I am merely returning your wretched servant to you.  I know he was the one who followed me.  You don’t have any spies in the Mortal Realm that have the skills to find me.  Using the Council’s servant against me was low for even you, but he’s the only one who could have tracked me.  The traitor deserved death,” Gabriel sneered.
 
   “It’s true that he deserved death, but he was a good spy for me.  Tempting Heavenly servants is so easy, given the right motivation.  I will miss the information he gave me so that he could see his former lover again,” Lucifer smirked.
 
   “You truly know no bounds.  I should have known better than to trust you.  First, you tortured Mark, then my daughter.  You have no idea how close I came to hunting you down the second I saw her in that dress.  She was supposed to be royalty and you made her your own personal servant.  I would say that you should be ashamed of yourself, but you know nothing of the concept,” Gabriel growled at Lucifer, holding his Celestial Sword tightly.
 
   “Yes, you should have known better.  You were so desperate to keep the world safe that you made a deal with the last person in the entire universe you should’ve bargained with,” Lucifer knew he would one day face Gabriel but he’d hoped it would be a long time from now, and when he’d caught Gabriel off guard and asleep.
 
   “I will kill you,” Gabriel’s expression was fierce and deadly as he approached Lucifer.
 
   “Before you try to kill me, know this, she came to me of her own free will and, therefore, I had no reason to honor the agreement.  You made no provision for her if she were to come to me before the agreed upon time, so I was under no obligation to honor the original contract,” Lucifer shrugged.  He knew he wouldn’t be able to escape Gabriel’s wrath by talking his way out of it, but he needed to buy some time to figure out how best to handle his brother.
 
   “How dare you stand there and lie to me!  You and I both know she didn’t come to you willingly.  You tempted her using deception and fear.  What did you say to her?  Did you threaten to kill her?  Did you tell her that you would bathe her in agony?  She would have never come to you if you hadn’t cheated, you miserable wretch,” Gabriel spat on the ground in front of Lucifer’s feet.
 
   Lucifer knew he had to work quickly if he wanted to save his ass.  “I may have made a suggestion or two, but you of all people should know that she has a will of her own.  No one can make her do something she doesn’t want to do.  She came to me; let’s get that part straight,” Lucifer’s bravado was holding strong, even if he didn’t like the cold look in Gabriel’s eyes.
 
   “I will never accept that.  She knew nothing of you.  She told me about the nightmares she was having.  You were only a voice to her.  She didn’t even know that the devil existed.  Why would she go with you willingly?” Gabriel stepped forward, testing Lucifer.
 
   “Maybe I made an impression the first time I saw her.  Did you ever think of that?  Lord knows how she has influenced me.  Maybe I left a mark on her too.  As to why she didn’t see me in her visions, I don’t know.  Perhaps you had more control over her than you think.  You made her forget about me the first time, maybe she forgot about me completely.  Either way, it doesn’t matter.  She is mine now,” Lucifer knew he had the ruling of the Council on his side; otherwise, Gabriel would have dragged the Council along with him and ripped Anjali away.  No, Gabriel was acting on his own and was in a precarious position.  He was acting against the ruling of the Council and could be punished for his actions.  Of course, Lucifer wasn’t stupid enough to volunteer to dole out the punishment.  He had some common sense, even if it was minuscule.
 
   “You stole her and abused her.  You swore to me that you would never do that,” Gabriel’s voice shook as he stepped closer.
 
   Lucifer saw the pain that flashed across Gabriel’s face.  This was the root of the problem.  It wasn’t that he’d stolen her; she was destined to be his.  As a father and a protector, Gabriel was in turmoil knowing that his daughter had suffered greatly.  He was here for vengeance and blood, not to take the girl.
 
   Lucifer put his hands up, grateful to be innocent on this count.  “There was a miscommunication.  Hades was behind her punishment in the realms.  I had no knowledge.  I was indisposed of at the time.  For that, I am truly sorry.  Hades has been punished for his deception.  Now he has to look her in the face every day and I assure you, she’s less than thrilled with him. Suffice it to say your little girl can handle herself.  You should be proud of her.  Hades and the others will think twice about harming her again.”
 
   Gabriel noted the pride in Lucifer’s voice when he spoke.  He was taken aback for a moment.
 
   As skilled a liar as Lucifer was, he could detect no false statement.  It was possible that Hades had acted alone.  It was clear that a fight had taken place in the Throne Room.  He recognized the level of destruction needed to cause this amount of damage to Lucifer’s panic room.  His daughter had certainly kicked the shit out of someone.  Since Lucifer was still breathing and Hades was nowhere in sight, he took Lucifer at his word, for once.
 
   “I’m glad for that, but you and I aren’t finished.  You’re forgetting about my provision of the contract,” Gabriel’s eye tightened as he clenched his sword.
 
   “Provision?  I’m sorry I don’t remember that,” Lucifer feigned innocence and braced himself for the worst.
 
   “The clause that said if you took her against her will, you would have to deal with me,” Gabriel growled.
 
   Lucifer watched Gabriel size him up.  Gabriel was the Messenger of God who, more often than not, used his words to do Father’s will, but he was not a scrawny helpless angel who ran to his big brothers, begging them to fight his battles.  He was every bit the warrior that Michael and Raphael were.  Being the Messenger of God sometimes meant delivering the message via the tip of a sword.  He was strong, fierce in battle, and rarely lost.  Lucifer could certainly fight, especially when mired in complete darkness, but Gabriel was legendary on the battlefield.  Lucifer was only given a Celestial Sword when the Council deemed it prudent or when they needed help defending against enemies or traitors.  They were afraid that he would become judge, jury, and executioner, which was true enough.
 
   “I do not wish to fight you, brother.  I have no quarrel with you.  You should leave before you do something you will regret,” Lucifer could see that they were at an impasse and he was at a disadvantage without a weapon and his anger.  He suddenly understood Hades’ warning about becoming ineffective if he were to become kind and compassionate.  It might very well get him killed.
 
   “I regret ever making that deal with you, you underhanded, rotten, festering blight on the world.  I will make you regret ever laying eyes upon her,” Gabriel lifted the sword to strike Lucifer down.
 
   Lucifer backed away.  Nothing could withstand a blow from the sword.  It was not meant to deflect other swords or to fight battles.  It was simply meant to kill. 
 
   “Think about what you are doing, brother.  You have no recourse here.  You have not been ordered to end my existence.  The Council will make you pay for this.  You will be the one locked away in the Hall of Shadows till the end of days,” Lucifer quickly took inventory of the room, looking for something useful.
 
   He wanted to avoid using his Hell Fire, lest he be found guilty of burning yet another Heavenly Angel with a torture device.  Michael wouldn’t care that the fight was started by Gabriel.  Lucifer would never be able to get the explanation off his tongue before he lost his head.  That meant he was left with defensive strategies only.
 
   “At least I will be with my daughter,” Gabriel finally snapped.  He lunged at Lucifer, who dove and rolled to the side.
 
   Lucifer was grateful that he had avoided the blue blade, but nervous that he had been close enough to feel the heat from it.  He threw out his hand and used his power to hurl debris from the construction site at Gabriel to distract him.
 
   Gabriel used his own power to deflect the smaller pieces of stones and sliced through the chunks of marble.  A piece a Hades’ throne was obliterated by the glowing sword.
 
   Lucifer tried to put the length of the room between them.  “You’re not acting rationally, Gabriel.  This is not you.  You’re not an assassin.  I would expect this from Michael, but not you.  You are the righteous one, the peaceful one.  You have let my betrayal corrupt you.  You are the one who is on the verge of becoming a Rogue.  If you kill me, your life as you know it will be over,” Lucifer was surprised to feel compassion for his brother for the first time since leaving Heaven.  He was amazed that he wasn’t concerned about himself.  If he died, Hades and Anjali would rule in his stead, Hell would be well cared for, but he didn’t want to be responsible for the downfall of his beloved brother.  Anjali’s influence made him remember his love for Gabriel.
 
   “You are just trying to save your own neck,” Gabriel swung at Lucifer, who dodged to the left and sidestepped out of Gabriel’s path.
 
   “For once I’m not worried about me.  I truly am worried for you, Gabriel.  It was wrong to go against you.  I was selfish for wanting to keep her for myself.  I didn’t understand all that you went through to keep her safe and to raise her properly.  I get it now.  I understand the sacrifices that you had to make to protect her.  You had to allow her to make mistakes and fail, while watching someone else comfort her and praise her.  I respect you for all that you have done and I understand your love for her.  I have wronged you both terribly,” Lucifer blocked Gabriel’s arm on the downswing and kicked him away.  Gabriel staggered backward but regained his fighting stance.
 
   “You know nothing of love and sacrifice,” Gabriel was enraged.
 
   He circled Lucifer, who had picked up a piece of the marble dais and was using it as a shield.  It would do little more than buy him time.
 
   “You’re wrong, brother.  I do understand sacrifice, more than you do.  I volunteered to leave Heaven and I have suffered ever since.  She is my only salvation.  She has cleared my heart and my mind.  I love her, Gabriel.  I love her as I have only ever loved Father,” the rock in his hands smashed apart and Lucifer fell back into the stone walls.
 
   “I don’t believe you!” Gabriel held his sword over his head, poised to strike Lucifer and end his miserable life.
 
   “Look into my eyes, brother!  You will see that I have been saved!  I offered her freedom and she chose to stay.  She admitted that she came to me because I was lonely.  She swore to me that she would not leave me.  She cares about me, she has told me as much.  I love her!” Lucifer dropped his hands and shakily came to his feet.  He looked into Gabriel’s eyes and prayed he would see the change in him.
 
   Gabriel held his position.  He had been fooled by Lucifer before and was not in a giving mood.  He did not want to lose his advantage.  For his brother’s sake, he did look into his eyes.  He looked into the black soulless eyes of the devil himself and was shocked.  His eyes weren’t black.  They weren’t the shimmering blue of the most immaculate seas, but they were lighter than he had seen them since his brother had taken up his post in Hell.  They were no longer empty, but filled with emotion.  The only emotions Lucifer ever felt were bitterness, anger, and the occasional spark of joy from inflicting pain upon the weak, yet now there was compassion and fear.  His brother feared nothing.  He would sooner take a sword to his own throat than lose to an enemy and be taken prisoner.  Perhaps there was some truth to his words.
 
   “How?” Gabriel spared Lucifer a moment to convince him.
 
   Lucifer lowered his arms and took a breath.  “I didn’t know the impact she would have on me, but I swear to you, I swear on my life, and Father’s life that I have been saved.  The light inside of her has redeemed me.  I’m not perfect and I never will be while I reign in Hell, but she helps to ease my burdens.  I do not suffer the effects of humanity’s evil as greatly when I am around her.  You must have felt the light inside of her, even though you are around Father every day.  I can feel her darkness too, it calls to me, but it’s her light that helps me remember who I really am.  I admit that I have to remove myself from her to be able to carry out my duties, but when I feel that I have strayed too far, I only have to find comfort in her arms and I am whole again,” Lucifer was sincere as he spoke.  He hoped to ease his brother’s mind and give him some measure of comfort.  Gabriel needed to know that he had made the right choice in entrusting Anjali to him.
 
   Gabriel was skeptical.  The devil wore two faces and you never knew which one you were speaking to, until it was too late.  “You will use her to destroy the world as you have tried before.  I should have never entrusted her to you,” Gabriel might believe him for the moment, but Lucifer’s mood changed like the wind.  He was unpredictable.
 
   “I don’t want to destroy the world, Gabriel.  I tricked her because I was close to doing so…too close.  I was planning to destroy Hell.  I sought her out to stop me.  I knew the light inside of her would prevent me from carrying out my plans, just as it did the last time.  You know that I tried to unleash her power all those millennia ago, but you don’t know why I stopped and refused to continue in my quest.  Her power crashed through me like a tidal wave that day.  The evil was swept away and I saw what I had done.  Everything around us was burning and I was afraid.  Gabriel, for the first time, I was afraid.  I was afraid of what Father would do to me if I destroyed the world that He had created.  You have to believe me, Gabriel.  My greatest fear is that Father won’t forgive me for my wrong-doings.  I’m the only one in the world who would never use her power to create an Apocalypse.  Father would never forgive me,” Lucifer pleaded with Gabriel to understand.
 
   Gabriel thought about how Lucifer and the Fallen regained their angelic state in Father’s presence.  He knew that Anjali held Father’s light inside of her, but he didn’t know the kind of effect it could have on angels.  Did she really have the ability to strip away some of the darkness that stained the souls of his fallen brothers?  The proof, it would seem, was standing in front of him.  Lucifer had made no move against him.  He could have knocked the sword from his hands, but he didn’t.  He merely stood in front of him, waiting for him to process everything that he was hearing and seeing.
 
   He thought about his beautiful daughter.  He’d always been happy and carefree around her.  She made him smile as no other could and he took pride in her.  He didn’t want to believe it was the light inside of her that made him happy, but rather his joy of being a father, yet he realized that he’d been the one rampaging since she’d left him.  He was out of his mind with anger.  He never once carried the burden of darkness, until he lost her, yet here he was with a sword poised over his brother’s throat.  He was the one who had slaughtered a servant.  Dear Lord above, he was slowly turning into Lucifer.
 
   Gabriel gradually lowered his sword, waiting for Lucifer to make his move, but he didn’t.  He still didn’t trust Lucifer, but he mentally conceded it was possible that Anjali had a positive effect on the devil.
 
   “What happened here?”  Gabriel motioned to the destroyed room.  He holstered his sword and extinguished the flame.  He was becoming more convinced by the second that something was different about Lucifer.
 
   Lucifer sighed and slid down the wall and propped his knees up.  He was relieved that Gabriel believed him.  “Hades tried to take her head.  I fought Hades and tried to prevent him from killing her, but she won the battle all by herself.  She took off her ring and unleashed her power.  She blew the tower apart, and she healed herself in the process.  Hades barely survived it, but she didn’t kill anyone.  She had a hard time reigning in her power back, but I helped her.”
 
   “He did what?  Where is she?” Gabriel shouted, grabbing for his sword again.
 
   “Relax.  She is safe.  She’s strong, Gabriel.  You would have been proud.  She’s punching Hades in the Hall of Torment as we speak,” Lucifer was grateful that his woman could take care of herself.
 
   “How did you allow this to happen?  I can’t believe you let Hades attack her.  Why would he do such a thing?  Why was the Council not informed?  Why was I not informed?  I want Hades’ head for this!” Gabriel snarled.
 
   Lucifer stood up and put his hand on Gabriel’s shoulder.  “Calm down, the situation was handled.  Hades has been punished accordingly.  That is one of the benefits of ruling this domain; I don’t have to wait for the Council to discuss what punishment to dole out.  Hades was chiseled out of the Realm of Frost and dragged by his throat to the Hall of Torment.  Trust me; he won’t try to kill her again.  If I had to inform the Council every time Hades and I tried to kill each other, the Council would have to establish a secondary Council just to deal with us.  I understand that she is your daughter, but she is under my care, and we handle our own problems here,” Lucifer replied matter-of-factly.
 
   “Why did he do it?” Gabriel pulled away from Lucifer’s hold, still angry that someone had tried to assassinate his daughter.
 
   “Because I was selfish.  Instead of accepting her as a powerful being, I made the mistake of allowing everyone to believe that she was my servant.  Servants are disposable, as you are well aware,” he motioned to Creeper’s body.  “If I had done what I had agreed to in that damned contract, then Hades would have never lashed out at her.  You will be happy to know that I have rectified the problem.  I fulfilled the contract, partially.  She doesn’t have her memories and has not transcended, but she has taken her place at my left side.  I have opened up the Hall of Mirrors, just as you requested.  She is third in line, as promised, though I still need her to be loyal to me.  She needs to act the same as Hades.  Hades practically runs the place himself; I’m more of a figurehead, the final word during disputes, but publicly he serves me, and so must she.  We must have a unified front and must appear strong against our enemies.  This has worked to our advantage many times over, you have to admit that,” Lucifer looked at his brother, hoping that he would be forgiven for his mistakes.
 
   “I understand the unified front, as long as she isn’t your footman, like Caleb,” Gabriel glared.
 
   He knew what it was like to team up with the evil side of his family when they had a mutual enemy.  Lucifer and the Fallen had fought their share of battles against usurpers and false gods, and even their own blood.  He could envision her unified under Lucifer.  They certainly would inspire fear in all those who wished to destroy Heaven or Hell.
 
   “Caleb is dead.  He betrayed me.  You can inform the Council of that.  The bastard was serving Hades and subjecting Anjali to the realms,” Lucifer grimaced.
 
   Gabriel nodded his head.  While he wished he had known of Hades’ betrayal, he was grateful, on some level, that Lucifer was able to take swift actions to ensure that his daughter was safe.
 
   “Why haven’t you given her control of her memories?” Gabriel was not happy about this decision.  Her memories would help prevent Anjali from trying to annihilate the mortals because of minor sins.  It had taken so long for her to learn about sin and how to control her reaction to it.
 
   “Give me time, Gabriel, that’s all I ask for.  I don’t want her burdened with all of her memories.  The love and the loss she has endured throughout so many lifetimes would crush her.  She needs time to adjust to this new life.  It is a lot for her to take in.  If she remembered all the damage she has done, lives she has taken, and how much guilt she has suffered, it would ruin her,” Lucifer sighed.  He didn’t need her losing her mind by grieving over things that could not be changed.
 
   “Very well, let her adjust, but there will come a time when she will need her memories so that she can determine when an Apocalypse should be unleashed.  I do not look forward to that day, but it must be done.  Promise me that you will unlock her memories.  I put her into your care and I expect you to be responsible for her.  Hell is your domain so you can grant or limit the power of those under your rule, but do not abuse this power or we will have words again,” Gabriel looked Lucifer directly in the eyes to emphasize his point.
 
   “I promise.  You should know that, while the Eye of Sirrush helps to hold back her power, even it can’t contain it completely.  I thought between my rule and the ring, her powers would be safely locked away.  I was wrong.  I must admit that I never intended for her to assume her role as the Destroyer, let alone find the Predznak.  As much as I hate humanity and want to go home, I don’t want the world to burn.  I want to keep her in mortal form, so that she can never bring about the end,” Lucifer needed Gabriel to understand his intentions.
 
   “It is not for you to decide when she will end the world.  That is between her and Father.  You have no right to interfere.  I understand wanting to contain her power, I too fear it greatly, but I must have faith that she will use it wisely.  I have made the mistake of keeping her from her destiny for too long.  You know that there have been serious repercussions.  It is time to right the wrongs that I have created by coddling her.  I expect you to help her transition into her new role.  Leave her in mortal form and without her memories, for now, but she will have to seek out the Predznak.  You can’t stop her from doing that, even if you hate them.  I’m afraid that they will come for her once they know she is here, which will not end well.  It is best for her to seek them out one by one.  If she faces them as a whole, they may not listen.  They might kill her,” Gabriel hung his head, knowing that he had caused so many problems for his daughter to deal with.
 
   Lucifer hated the thought of allowing her to seek out the mass murdering psychopaths, but it was meant to be.  “I will find a way to let her fulfill her destiny.  I swear it,” Lucifer nodded to Gabriel.
 
   Gabriel nodded and relaxed.  He knew he needed Lucifer as an ally if he was going to help his daughter.
 
   Lucifer was relieved to see Gabriel stand down; though a small part of him couldn’t help but set the record straight.  “You do know that your love for her has always been your weakness and it finally brought about her downfall.  Deny it if you wish, but we both know you were planning to push back her arrival for another thousand years.  I was not ready to take that chance.  I needed her and I broke our agreement, but I know beyond a shadow of a doubt that you would have broken it first,” Lucifer stared down Gabriel, knowing it was the truth.
 
   Gabriel was sick over the thought of leading Lucifer to Anjali.
 
   Gabriel closed his eyes and hefted out a breath.  “You’re right.  I have spoiled her every chance I had.  I hope you can see why.  You are also correct in assuming that I would have pushed back the date again.  Though I had made every preparation upon her birth as Michelle to hand her over in this lifetime, I had planned to take her and a friend away during the summer and hide her far away from you.  I felt that she still wasn’t ready.  My head knew that she needed to experience Hell and all its evils, but my heart couldn’t let go of her,” Gabriel tried to keep the tears from forming.  He didn’t want Lucifer to see him crying.
 
   “You were wrong, she is ready.  She just needed the confidence to believe in herself,” Lucifer chuckled.  “She will do well here, of that I can assure you.  I will do my best to protect her, guide her, and teach her, that is my vow to you,” he held out his hand to Gabriel.
 
   Gabriel considered the gesture for a moment, but finally grabbed Lucifer’s hand and shook it.
 
   “Tell me, how badly did she hurt Hades?” Gabriel smirked.  He wanted assurances that Hades would think twice about taking on the Destroyer again.
 
   Lucifer chuckled and offered his brother a seat on the repaired section of the dais.  “Allow me to tell you every gory detail.”
 
   ∞
 
   Anjali wasn’t sure how long her truce with Hades would last, but she hoped that being nice to him, for once, had an effect on him.  If it didn’t, she would change tactics and feed him his colon.
 
   Climbing the stairs to the rotunda, she found Aganon standing at the top of the stairs, waiting for her.
 
   “My Master requests that you meet with him in your room, my Lady.”  Aganon bowed and extended his arm toward the Hall of Mirrors.
 
   She nodded to him and turned into the Hall of Mirrors as he trailed behind her.  She stopped in front of her new throne to inspect it.  She thought the fire and ice crystals were a bit overstated, but Lucifer liked them.  She didn’t want to upset him, so she didn’t tell him that she was intimidated by the size and grandeur of it.
 
   Her thoughts were cut off as an intense pain radiated through her back and into her chest.  She screamed out in pain.  The room tilted and she gasped for air.  Her legs gave out and she fell to her knees.  The reflection in the mirror showed two things, Aganon standing behind her with a vacant look in his eyes and a blue flame protruding through her chest, near her heart.  The flame disappeared from her chest when she fell forward to the ground.  She would never call Tabbris paranoid again for installing the mirrors.
 
   The room wavered before her eyes.  The floor was wet and cold.  Lying on the black marble floor reminded her how unyielding the tile in her bathroom had been.  She closed her eyes, wanting to embrace the blackness.
 
   Lucifer and Gabriel looked up when they heard a faint scream echoing from the rotunda.
 
   Gabriel shrugged off the scream as a natural sound in Hell.  The express on Lucifer’s face informed him that he was wrong to ignore the scream.
 
   “Anjali!” Lucifer scrambled to his feet, pushing past Gabriel.  He bolted through the doorway and rushed across the newly constructed walkway toward the Hall of Mirrors.  He didn’t bother to turn to see if Gabriel was following him.
 
   Aganon turned and watched his Master and Gabriel enter the rotunda.
 
   “What happened?” Lucifer growled as he grabbed Aganon’s arm.
 
   Aganon was confused by the question.  He wasn’t sure what was happening.  All he could remember was the blood.  “I heard her scream.”
 
   Aganon gasped in pain when Lucifer crushed his upper arm.
 
   “Why did she scream?” Lucifer turned his head before Aganon would answer and saw his nightmare realized, Anjali lying on the floor, completely still.  “Release Hades and bring him here immediately,” Lucifer threw Aganon in the direction of the staircase and ran into the Hall of Mirrors.
 
   Gabriel nearly tripped over his own feet when he saw the disturbing sight.  Anjali was face down, bleeding on the floor.
 
   “Not again,” Gabriel gasped.
 
   Lucifer heard swearing and muttering as Gabriel ran and slid across the floor to reach her.
 
   Time slowed down.  Lucifer watched Gabriel fall to his knees and roll her over, looking for signs of life.  His limbs no longer responded and his thoughts were muddled.  How would he survive without her?  Fear spiked through him at the thought of losing her.  The terror on Gabriel’s face told him how dire the situation was.  Through the buzzing in his ears, he heard, “heart.”
 
   Lucifer bellowed in rage and gathered his anger around him like a cloak.  He would kill the one responsible and liquefy their remains.
 
   Lucifer realized that Gabriel was yelling at him.  He forced himself to focus on the situation.  Anjali had been stabbed through the chest.  The sword had grazed the right side of her heart.  The sounds of gasping finally invaded his turbulent mind.  She was still alive, though barely, and she was suffering.
 
   “Remove her ring.  Her power saved her the last time.  Hades nearly had her head yet she healed quickly,” Lucifer was growling by the time he took the last few steps to her body.  He saw that her eyes were open, though they were glassy.  Tears were streaming down her face as she stared at Gabriel.
 
   “I’m…sorry,” Anjali whispered, fighting for every shallow breath.
 
   “There is nothing to be sorry for.  Conserve your strength dear one,” Gabriel kissed her forehead.  He knew she would be dead if not for God’s light inside of her.  As difficult as she was to kill, she was dangerously close to losing the battle.
 
   Hades appeared in the doorway.  “What happened?  Did she slip and fall?  Did she break a nail?  I hardly think this is worth dragging me away from my vacation.  I was about to get a facial,” the smirk on his face quickly faded when he saw Gabriel’s grim expression.
 
   “If you are responsible for this…,” Lucifer’s hands ignited in flame as he prepared to launch an attack on Hades.
 
   “Get her ring off, Gabriel!” Hades ignored Lucifer and watched Gabriel struggle with the ring.  
 
   “I’m trying,” Gabriel huffed.  The ring was stuck on her finger.
 
   Lucifer paused and watched Hades march across the floor straight to Gabriel.  He was issuing orders on how best to save her.  It took a few moments to realize that Hades was trying to help and even seem, concerned.  If Hades had been responsible, he would have run to the Mortal Realm to escape his wrath.  He knew in that second Hades was innocent.
 
   “Damned thing won’t…there, it’s off,” Gabriel was careful not to rip Anjali’s finger off when he finally removed the ring.  He held her close to him and prayed over her limp body.  Nothing else mattered to him except her.  If she were gone, he wasn’t sure he could continue on.  “This has to work.”
 
   Lucifer and Hades exchanged looks of confusion when nothing happened and the tower remained in one piece.  Anjali’s eyes fluttered and her breathing slowed.
 
   “How did this happen?” Hades snapped at them, eager for answers.  When no one answered him, he went to his knees to examine the wound in her chest.  He pulled aside the tear in her dress and saw the gaping hole.  He had seen this type of injury more times than he cared to recount.  He knew immediately what had caused it and what the outcome would be.  No one survived a Celestial Sword through the chest.
 
   “We don’t know.  We heard her scream and found her on the floor,” Lucifer rambled.  He held her face trying to think of a way to save her.  He was listening to her breaths and counting the seconds between them.  She was quickly slipping away.
 
   “It was a killing blow,” Gabriel tears broke loose.
 
   Hades squared his shoulders and backed away.  “You must make a choice Lucifer, lose her, or bind her to you as your servant.  As her Master, your power might be enough to save her, but you will be her Master for eternity.  Happiness or sorrow, you must decide,” Hades said solemnly.  He watched Lucifer wrestle with the decision.
 
   “Why do you care?  You tried to kill her,” Gabriel growled.
 
   “I was trying to do what I thought was best for Hell.  I realize that I may have acted in haste.  Let’s just say that she and I came to an understanding.  Besides, no one attacks one of our own, but us,” Hades replied matter-of-factly.  He knew better than to enrage a distraught Gabriel.  He would strike at both of them if the girl died.  Truth was, the girl had made an impression on him.  He accepted that she might be of use to him.
 
   “I can’t let her go.  She will be cross with me, but I know that she doesn’t want to die.  I choose happiness,” Lucifer brushed away a tear from his cheek.
 
   He looked to Gabriel for his consent.  He owed him as much.
 
   Gabriel nodded.  “It’s the only way.  I hate it, but it must be done.  Save her,” Gabriel pleaded with Lucifer while he held his daughter close.
 
   “You know what this will mean,” Lucifer gave Gabriel one last chance to change his mind.
 
   “Forever.  I understand.  Perform the ritual,” Gabriel snapped.  He looked down at his precious daughter, knowing the implications of what was about to happen.
 
   Lucifer turned to Anjali and whispered to her.  “Darling, you must allow me to help you.  I can take the pain away, but you may not like what I’m about to do.  I can’t do this without your consent, so please say yes.  Do you take me as your Master from this day forth?  Do you vow to serve me and commit your life to me?  Do you consent to do my will and obey my commands henceforth?  Your life will belong to me to do with as I see fit, till the end of days.  What say you?” Lucifer’s voice was hollow as he uttered the words he’d said time and again throughout the millenniums.  Though he had imagined making her his true servant and thought it would please him to own her, he hated himself for saying the words to her now.
 
   Anjali’s breath failed and her head slumped to the side toward Lucifer.
 
   “I’m going to take that as a yes.  You are my servant till the end of days.  Rise and join your Master,” Lucifer released his power and forced it into Anjali, filling her soul and tying her life to his.  She would be bound to him forever.  She would be expected to serve him.  He swore to himself that he would never treat her like a servant and vowed that she would retain her authority.  She would be a servant in name only, but would do Father’s will through him.  He would do this because he loved her and needed her.
 
   Lucifer could feel her life force, which was nothing more than a small flicker of light.  He poured everything that he had into her body and willed her to rise and follow his command.  He performed the blood rite as he bit his finger and allowed a few drops of his blood to fall into her wound.  He waited and hoped that it was enough to bring her back.
 
   Just as he looked to Gabriel for confirmation that he had failed, he felt her power rise, reaching out to find him.  She gasped and began coughing.  Her eyes flickered but she remained unconscious.
 
   Lucifer quickly pushed her ring back on her finger before the floods came and drowned them.  He watched the wound slowly knit back together and listened to her heart beating strongly in her chest.  The color came back to her face and lips, eliminating the blue tinge that had spread across her skin.  It was a color he swore he would never see upon her features again.
 
   Gabriel let out his breath in a rush.  She was alive.  He gathered her closely in his arms and carried her to her room to lay her down on her bed to rest.
 
   “It is done.  I chose happiness,” Lucifer waved his arm, clearing away the blood from the floor.  It was certainly a strange day for him to hate the sight of blood.
 
   Hades grimaced as he watched Lucifer wipe the tears from his face.  “Actually, you misunderstood me.  I meant, you could choose happiness for her and let her die.  She would have been at peace.  You chose sorrow for her.  You have condemned her to a life of pain and misery, doing your will and suffering alongside the rest of us for eternity.  You alone will have to bear the burden of that decision, my Lord,” Hades bowed stiffly and turned to leave.
 
   Lucifer looked at Hades who seemed genuinely upset that Anjali was saved.  “I know you don’t like her, but…”
 
   “I like her enough to want better for her than to live out her days in this abysmal pit.  Don’t you dare tell her that I was concerned about her.  I’m going to assume that my punishment is over so I’ll be in my room,” Hades said over his shoulder.
 
   “Don’t you want to know who is responsible?” Lucifer asked.  He was curious as to why Hades was acting so strangely.
 
   “Not really.  What could I possibly do to him that would be worse than what you’re planning; aside from making him live forever so that he regrets his actions for an eternity?” Hades nodded stiffly and left.
 
   


 
  



Chapter 20
 
    
 
   Gabriel watched Lucifer enter the bedroom.  He was fuming.  After so many years of protecting her, he’d nearly lost her forever.  “Who in Hell has access to a Celestial Sword?  Who could have done this?”
 
   “Who says they were from Hell?  Aside from you, Michael was the last person in this castle with a Celestial Sword.  He was angry at me for what I did to Mark, maybe he sought out his own justice,” Lucifer growled.  Michael was underhanded enough to try something like this.  Normally, he would have praised him for such a brazen move, but now he simply wanted blood.
 
   “I would have been informed if the Council saw reason to kill her,” Gabriel waved away Lucifer’s answer.
 
   “Do you really think if they condemned her to death, they would tell you before carrying out her sentence?  Please.  You would obviously fight the ruling.  No, if there was a decision, they wouldn’t tell you and they would act quickly before you were any the wiser,” Lucifer said as he paced.
 
   “Perhaps you’re right…,” Gabriel couldn’t believe that he was siding with Lucifer, but he knew the Council was nervous about his daughter’s abilities and lack of control.
 
   Gabriel stopped pacing when he heard a whimper from the bed.
 
   Gabriel and Lucifer rushed to Anjali’s side as she stirred.  She was groaning in pain and mumbling.  She gasped out one word in her sleep.  “Aganon.”
 
   Lucifer flew into a fury.  He would kill the whelp.  He decided within a second that he would eliminate all his servants and start over again.  He was done with their treachery.
 
   “Aganon?  Do you think he is responsible?  How would he have access to a Celestial Sword?  I was told that you do not possess any,” Gabriel’s cold eyes stared down Lucifer, waiting for him rebuff his statement.
 
   Lucifer faltered and sighed.  “It was a spoil of war, nothing more than a trophy and only one other person alive knows where I keep it.  Aganon is not that person,” Lucifer sat down on the bed.  He watched Anjali twitch in her sleep from the pain.
 
   “Speak,” Gabriel was distant and deadly as he spoke.
 
   Lucifer closed his eyes and growled.  “It belonged to Tabbris.  As you know, we were not allowed to kill him, even though we tried.  He threatened to kill us regularly.  I finally taunted him badly enough that he challenged me to a fight.  He lost.  I claimed his sword.  It happened shortly after we fell from Heaven.  The sword had belonged to Thysis who was removed from duty and was in the Hall of Shadows.  Tabbris took possession of it and tucked it away for a rainy day.  The paranoid son of a bitch hoarded weapons like you wouldn’t believe.  I kept it as a slight to Tabbris.  It was well hidden.  Even I have not looked upon it in centuries,” Lucifer avoided Gabriel’s penetrating stare.
 
   “Who knew, Lucifer?  Who did you brag to?  I have a feeling it wasn’t Hades.  I saw the fear in his eyes and it wasn’t fear of retribution from me,” Gabriel’s words were barely audible, as he stood motionless.
 
   “Maraquette,” Lucifer whispered the dreaded name and hung his head.
 
   “Aganon’s original Master.  Why would she have any interest in hurting Anjali?  Gabriel relaxed a bit as he pondered the question.
 
   “Jealousy?  She swore that if she couldn’t have me, then no one would.  She did try to murder Serena once.  I almost let her.  I no longer love Maraquette and her feelings about me are questionable.  I will warn you that she is no longer in her right mind.  I don’t know what has become of her,” Lucifer leaned his back against the bedpost and stared down at Anjali.  She looked so small lying in the bed.  He could feel the connection growing between them as she regained her strength.
 
   “Do I need to intervene or should I assume you will handle Maraquette?” Gabriel sighed and sat down next to his daughter.  He pulled a lock of hair from her face and rubbed her cheek with the back of his hand.
 
   “I will deal with it.  You have my word.  I think it is best not to let the Council or anyone else know what has transpired.  I want to take care of this personally.  I also don’t want anyone to know that Anjali is truly my servant.  Technically, all who serve Hell, whether Fallen or mortal servant, are in my care and answer to me, but they don’t need to know that I am her true Master.  I don’t want them to believe she is a lowly servant again,” Lucifer loved her too much for anyone to degrade her.  He wanted an equal and needed everyone to acknowledge that if she were to rule by his side.
 
   “I will not speak of either matter.  I know you think I’m a tight ass who abides by all the rules, but I have done things that I’m not proud of to keep her safe.  I know you will bend the rules when needed to protect her.  Watch over her, brother.  I’m trusting that you will take care of her,” Gabriel leaned down and kissed Anjali on the forehead.  He pulled a necklace from his suit pocket and carefully clasped it around her neck.
 
   Gabriel stood and considered Lucifer for a moment.  Even he could see what Anjali meant to him.  He truly cared for her.
 
   “What is that?” Lucifer asked, motioning to the necklace.
 
   “It’s a necklace that she owned during one of her lives.  I kept it safe for her, I recently gave it back to her, but it was not on her when she died,” Gabriel smiled.
 
   “An Ankh, how clever.  You are more of a sentimental fool than I thought,” Lucifer chuckled.
 
   “I must go to the Council and explain why they are now short one servant.  I regret my actions since I was not in my right mind, but I must accept responsibility,” Gabriel bowed gracefully as a sign of respect.
 
   “Tell them the truth, that he was under my influence and that you found out he was selling the Council’s secrets to me.  Michael will throw a party in your honor for killing the traitor.  I assume their punishment for bribery will be less harsh than I endured for burning Mark,” Lucifer saw the flash of pain on Gabriel’s face at the mention of Mark.
 
   “Indeed,” Gabriel frowned.
 
   Lucifer tapped his foot.  “Between the two of us, I am sorry for what happened to Mark, but if you tell him that, I will deny it.  I too was out of my mind, but I did take responsibility for it,” he replied sheepishly.
 
   Gabriel nodded.
 
   Lucifer watched Gabriel leave the room.  After so many years of plotting and scheming against Gabriel, it felt odd to no longer think of him as an enemy.
 
   ∞
 
   Anjali was disoriented when she tried to open her eyes and lift her head.  She felt lightheaded, like she was floating.  She desperately tried to remember something important, but couldn’t conjure up anything clearer than a shadowy figure standing behind her and muffled voices all around her.  When she finally pried her eyes open, she saw Lucifer looking down at her with a guilty, yet relieved expression.
 
   “What’s wrong?  You look like you did something bad,” she murmured, trying to sit up.  She tried to remember how she had gotten into bed.
 
   The last thing she remembered was feeding soup to Hades.  Did he do something to her?  She tried to move her left shoulder, but stopped when it felt stiff.  There was no pain to her surprise.  Pain, there was something familiar about pain.
 
   “You were attacked.  You’ve been unconscious for some time.  I was afraid you wouldn’t wake up,” Lucifer muttered.  He pulled his fingers through her hair to straighten it.
 
   Anjali thought about the shadow until it became the reflection of Aganon standing behind her.  She quickly looked to Lucifer, understanding the problem.  Seeing his look of fear, she knew that she had been close to death.
 
   “It was…,” Lucifer cut her off before she could finish.
 
   “I know.  It was a killing blow with a Celestial Sword.  Aganon is in the Hall of Torment professing his innocence.  He claims that he can’t remember what happened.  He is alive merely because I wanted your opinion on how I should kill him.  I thought it was important that you had a say.  Know that you were a hair’s breath away from dying.  Also, know that I did something you will not be happy about and may not forgive me for,” Lucifer wanted to take her hand in his, but was afraid she would rebuff him.
 
   “What did you do?” Anjali held her breath, waiting for the worst.
 
   “I was forced to bind you to me and make you my blood servant.  There was no other way to save you.  Your ring had been removed, but it wasn’t enough to keep you alive.  Gabriel was there when the choice was made and he agreed with it.  Be angry with me, if you must, but I could not watch you die and neither could he,” Lucifer hung his head and turned away from her.  He thought it was best to put some distance between them, lest the blast take his face off.
 
   Anjali noticed that Lucifer was shaking.  He was upset and expected her to lash out at him.  While she was mad that she was now his servant, she was grateful to be alive.  If Gabriel had given his approval, then she knew it had been dire.  It would put a serious kink in their relationship, but she hoped they could work through this setback.  The term “blood servant” sounded bad.
 
   “I am bound to you until you release me?” Anjali asked, hoping for the best.
 
   “Not in this case.  You were too close to death.  Without my power, you would have died.  It’s a blood oath.  We didn’t make a deal whereby I would give you something and in return, I would get your soul once you died, nor did I make a deal to save you from the realms in exchange for your service.  I bound your life to mine so that you would continue to live.  You owe your life to me and the vow is unbreakable.  If I release you, I would remove my power from you and you would die.  As powerful as you are, you would not survive without me.  You are now connected to me; your life is tied to mine,” Lucifer said over his shoulder.  He was still afraid to look at her.
 
   “So if you die, I die?” she felt sick to her stomach.
 
   “Most likely, though in rare cases, blood servants have survived their Master’s death.  You are powerful.  If anyone were able to do it, it would probably be you,” Lucifer hoped it was true, but he had no way of knowing.
 
   Anjali thought about what it must have been like for him to make the decision knowing that she would be upset.  If it was the only way to save her, then so be it.  Part of her wanted to be outraged and throw a fit, but the choice had been made, so she needed to deal with the consequences.
 
   “What happens now?  Do I fetch your slippers?” she was heartbroken at the thought of becoming his mistress again, but she had vowed to stay with him.  She had promised not to leave him alone in the dark.
 
   “Never,” Lucifer growled and turned to her.  “I would never lower you to such a status.  The only reason I want you to fetch my slippers is so that you can throw them at my head in jest when I say something inappropriate, while you’re naked.  This does not change who and what you are, nor does it change what you mean to me.  You are still Anjali, Bringer of the Apocalypse, third in command of Hell and you will stand at my left side.  Nothing will change that.  No one will know, aside from Gabriel and Hades,” Lucifer was close to tears.  He was shaking, consumed with panic that he would lose her.
 
   Anjali went to his side and hugged him.  She couldn’t stand to see him so distraught.
 
   As she held him, memories of the attack came rushing back.  She felt the sword pierce her chest and the intense burning that followed.  The floor was hard and cold.  She stared at her reflection in the mirror, unable to move.  Having died once, she knew what to expect, except this time it was different.  She was afraid.  She knew she would die alone and was terrified by the thought.  When she had died a mortal death, she hadn’t been afraid.  She had been confused, but she had been willing to die to join the voice that needed her.
 
   This time, her impending death felt empty and bleak.  There was no hope for a better life.  Then, a warm surge of energy penetrated the ice inside of her.  It was familiar and it beckoned her.  The fear left her and she followed the energy back to its source.  She recognized Lucifer’s power.  She heard him call out to her.  She heard him command her to rise.  Standing on the brink of death, she had made a choice.  She knew it would have been easier to let go, just as Hades had said, but she wasn’t ready to leave Lucifer.  For a second time, she chose him.
 
   “Thank you,” she whispered.  She brushed his hair from his face and stroked his cheek.
 
   “What?” he gasped.  He was confused by her gratitude.
 
   “Thank you for saving me.  I remember some of what happened.  I heard you calling to me.  Your power was like a beacon of hope for me.  I knew I wasn’t ready to die.  I choose to follow you home.  I can tell you didn’t want to do this, but I’m glad that you made the decision to save me.  Yes, part of me is angry that I’m your servant, but it doesn’t change how I feel about you.  I’m grateful that you made such a difficult decision and I accept what you did,” she smiled at him, hoping that he understood the choice she had made.
 
   Lucifer’s mind exploded and he felt dizzy.  She followed him home.  She wanted to be with him.  He leaned down and kissed her mouth, her cheek, her jaw, her neck, her ear, any part of her that he could find.  She wanted to be with him.
 
   Lucifer laughed, lifted her off the ground, and spun her around.  He put her down and stared at his precious gift.  “You know that things will not always be easy,” Lucifer brushed her lips with his thumb.
 
   “I’m more than aware of that.  I promised you, it will take more than a Celestial Sword through the chest to keep me from your side,” she sighed as she looked into his eyes.
 
   “You don’t know how pleased I am to hear you say that,” he kissed her with every ounce of passion in his body.
 
   While she was happy to be alive, a feeling in the pit of her stomach churned at the thought of being Lucifer’s servant.  “Lucifer, I appreciate that you saved me, but I must warn you, I will not allow you to command me to end the world.  I will follow your orders when it comes to Hell, but I refuse to bow to your will when it comes to starting an Apocalypse.  Something deep down is screaming at me, telling me that I alone must make that decision, not you, regardless of your power over me.  If you command me to end the world, I will fight you.  I can’t explain how or why I know this, but I believe it to be true,” she stepped back and stood up straight.  Regardless of his reaction, he needed to understand that she still had a will of her own as the Bringer of the Apocalypse.  She would do whatever it took to keep Lucifer from unleashing her power against her will.
 
   Lucifer was surprised by her change in demeanor, but understood what was happening.  She wasn’t meant to be ruled by anyone.  Thankfully, as he had told Gabriel, he had no interest in watching the world burn, so long as she remained by his side.  “I understand.  You alone must make the decision.  I swear I will never interfere with your destiny.  As you said, you will need to follow my commands when it comes to ruling Hell, but starting an Apocalypse is not within my right.  I accept the consequences if I cross the line and try to command you to bring about the end of days,” Lucifer bowed his head.
 
   She let out a breath and relaxed.  “Thank you for understanding.”
 
   She turned and sat on the couch.  Her mind was in turmoil as she reflected on the attack.  Why had Aganon so ruthlessly attacked her without provocation?  She had no idea why he would do such a thing.  If he could lash out and kill her without reason, then it meant that she needed to be more cautious of her surroundings.  She had almost died twice in one week, which didn’t bode well.  It seemed that Gabriel had been right to hide her and keep her from her destiny for so long.
 
   “I don’t understand why Aganon would do this to me.  I mean, I never did anything to him.  I’ve hardly spoken to him.  Do you think that Hades ordered him to do it?  I swear to Heaven above, I will have no mercy on Hades if he orchestrated this,” she frowned, trying to come up with a reason for this betrayal.
 
   “No.  I believe that Hades is innocent, for once.  I wish I knew what Aganon was thinking, though I’m sure I will be able to beat it out of him before he draws his last breath,” he sat down next to her and played with the sleeve of her dress.  He intentionally kept Maraquette’s name out of the conversation.  He needed more proof of her involvement, and wanted to personally hunt the bitch down and kill her.
 
   Anjali knew how talented a liar Hades was, so she didn’t cross him off her list.  Perhaps that was why he had made a truce with her.  It cost Hades nothing to make a deal with a girl about to be murdered.
 
   “How do you feel?  Are you still in pain?  Are you completely healed?” Lucifer looked for signs of distress on her body.  He was thankful that Gabriel had fixed her dress so that she wouldn’t have to see where the sword had stabbed her.
 
   She moved her arms and legs, shifting and stretching, checking for any signs of trauma.  “I’m a little stiff, but I’m okay,” she smiled.
 
   Lucifer let out a breath and closed his eyes.  “I never want to come that close to losing you again.”
 
   “Okay, I’ll try to avoid your servants for a while.  They seem to be hazardous to my health,” she grimaced, when she thought about Aganon and Caleb.
 
   “I will grant you the power to rule over my servants, so that this never happens again.  They will have to obey you, just as they would me,” Lucifer wanted to put her in a glass box and keep her safe, but at least she could now command his villainous servants.
 
   She nodded her head.  She had no interest in fighting with him about this new gift.  Power over his cruel servants was the best perk of all.
 
   She hung her head when she thought about what she had become.  The Destroyer, ruler of Hell, was once again a servant of the devil.  What would her father think?  Of course, she already knew the answer.  He had sanctioned it, which begged the question, why was Gabriel present during the attack?
 
   “You said that Gabriel was here.  Did you summon him when you saw that I was dying?” Anjali was surprised that Lucifer would reach out to her father for permission to make her his servant, since he hadn’t cared about Gabriel’s permission when he broke the contract.
 
   “He came to confront me.  He was angry with me for a number of reasons, as you can imagine.  He killed Creeper, the servant whom I paid to find you.  He had followed Gabriel, knowing that he would have to visit you eventually.  Gabriel killed him and sought vengeance against me.  He was out of his mind and rightfully so when he reached the Throne Room.  He came here with the intention of killing me.  He had his sword drawn against me, but I convinced him that, while I have made many mistakes, I never harmed you.  I told him that I love you.  Thankfully, he took mercy upon me.  I swear to you that I did not harm him.  When I saw him, I realize that it was wrong of me to keep him from you.  He cares very deeply for you.  I was explaining what had happened to Hades when we heard you scream,” the anguish on Lucifer’s face spoke volumes.
 
   Her heart when out to Gabriel.  He would have done anything to punish Lucifer for taking her away from him, but somehow he found the strength to forgive him.  She wanted more than anything to see him and make sure he was all right.
 
   “I want to see Gabriel.  I want him to know that I’m ok,” she hoped she would be able to see Gabriel at least one time to show him that she was healed.
 
   “He will be allowed access to you, I promise.  You have the power to grant individuals direct access into the Hall of Mirrors.  I think it best that you speak to him.  I’m sure he will be hard on himself after all that has transpired.  He returned your necklace to you.  You should see him, but later.  Right now, I need to be close to you.  You scared me very badly and I need to feel you against me,” Lucifer allowed all his fear to drain away as he pulled her into his arms and felt her heat against him.
 
   She was relieved that Gabriel hadn’t killed Lucifer, but she needed to hear her father’s side of the story, before she accepted that he had killed a servant.
 
   Thoughts of seeing Gabriel slipped away when Lucifer kissed her neck.  Feeling his body next to her, made her crave intimacy after everything she’d been through.  She needed to feel safe and loved.
 
   Knowing what he wanted, he moved her behind the couch and pulled her back tightly against his chest.  He kissed the length of her neck until she relaxed in his arms.  She moaned as he pulled her hip toward him so that he could feel her ass pressed against his groin.  He slipped his hand under the top of her dress and took possession of her breast.  First, he teased her nipples by quickly rubbing his thumb across them, and then he nibbled the sensitive spot on the crook of her neck, causing her to tense and grind her ass into him.  He lowered his hand and ran it along her inner thigh.  He pulled her leg to the side to grant him better access to what he needed.  Pushing her skirt up, he moved his finger through her enticing folds.
 
   She knotted her fingers in his hair while he licked and nibbled her neck and shoulder.  She liked the feeling of his hard length against her ass, but she needed to touch him.  Reaching behind her, she gripped him, and teased him through his strained pants.  Squeezing him through the tight leather wasn’t enough for her.  She pulled at his button and waited for him to release his cock from his pants.
 
   Lucifer chuckled at Anjali’s eagerness.  He was delighted that she was not only willing to touch him, but was begging for more.  He obliged her by freeing himself from his pants and thrusting into her warm, tight hand.  He needed this connection as much as she did.
 
   Once he was in her hand, she teased his head, popping her fingers over his thick ridge.  She laughed when he growled in response and drove his erection into her palm.
 
   Overwhelmed by her boldness, he moved his fingers higher until they reached her sensitive nub.  He used the pads of his index and middle finger to encircle her nub, quickly elevating her response.  She panted and gripped his hair with her left hand, while increasing the speed of her right hand on his shaft.  Her enticing hands made him hard, but he craved her heat.  He needed to be inside of her immediately.  He would kiss and worship her later; right now, he needed to take her fast and hard.
 
   He bent her forward so that she was leaning over the back of the couch.  He released her long enough to tear the dress from her body.  Nothing but scraps of material were left hanging from her shoulders.  He needed to feel her wrapped around his cock and couldn’t wait any longer.  He hoped that she was ready for him because he would explode if he waited any longer.
 
   She was surprised by his brutal action, but could feel his desperation.  She needed to feel him inside of her to chase away the lingering cold that remained from her brush with death.
 
   Anjali braced herself against the top of the couch as Lucifer’s hands came down on her shoulder and hip.  She widened her stance and turned to look at him over her shoulder.  He was wild and filled with lust.  He looked into her eyes and pressed his swollen head into her core.  She screamed out at the intense feeling.  He was larger than she remembered and she clung to the sofa for support.
 
   He filled her quickly, threw his head back, and roared.  His grip tightened and he thrust his hard length into her.  
 
   She was overcome with pleasure and pain, losing herself to the sparks and heat as he surge forward.
 
   Lucifer’s mind was filled with images of all the ways he wanted to show her his passion.  She was wrapped around him, squeezing him, pushing away his anger and terror.  He would have lost his mind without her.  He rejoiced in her flesh as he drove himself into her body, riding her silky core and moaning when she twitched and shuddered.  She was yelling in excitement, urging him on.  The sound was pure bliss in his mind.  She wasn’t running away from him, she had chosen to stay.  He didn’t have to force her into submission; she was willing to stand by his side.
 
   She was caught off guard by the way his balls slapped against her folds, creating an intriguing tingling sensation.  As his thrusts increased, her body became tighter and needier.  Her skin sizzled and her hips moved of their own accord.  Lucifer had her pressed against the top of the couch, but there was just enough room to allow her nipples to scuff across the fabric, causing spikes of ecstasy to pulse through her core.
 
   Anjali bucked and convulsed as the pressure mounted.  Her nails were embedded in the red fabric and she was unhinged, unable to control her body.  Lucifer slammed his hard body inside of her and the pleasure boiled over.  She screamed as the world turned dark.  The power of her orgasm took her by surprise and it peaked and crested multiple times until she could no longer stand.
 
   When she squeezed him with a powerful orgasm, he pushed into her one last time and found his released.  As he emptied himself into her, he let go of all the agony he had endured at the thought of losing her.
 
   Steadying himself, he dragged air into his burning lungs and reveled in the peaceful sensation that flooded his body and mind.
 
   “Have I told you how much I truly like what you have done with the room?” he gasped, trying to remember how to stand and breathe.
 
   She laughed as he pulled away from her and helped her up from the couch.  They both lay down on the new plush rug in front of the fireplace before attempting to move again.
 
   Anjali snuggled up next to Lucifer and put her head on his chest.  When he put his arm around her, she relaxed and decided that the devil did snuggle, as long as it was with her.  She would murder anyone else who tried to lay with him.
 
   As she rubbed her face against his chest, a question popped into her mind.  “You told me that you went against Gabriel and brought me here before the appointed date because the darkness was closing in.  What happened?  What pushed you to find me and call to me?”  Anjali asked as she wondered what Lucifer had planned to do in his madness.
 
   “The date of your arrival was approaching and I realized that it marked the anniversary of the original deal in 1993 B.C.  I was sickened by the thought.  I had been forced to wait four millennia for Gabriel to hand you over.  Something inside of me knew that Gabriel would push back the date again.  I thought about all that I had suffered while waiting for you.  I became enraged and murderous because I knew I couldn’t survive much longer.  I was desperate for relief.  I felt trapped.  Regretfully, I lost control and took out my anger on Hades.  I’m ashamed to say that Hades barely survived.  Between you and me, I started the fight, hoping that Hades would end me.  I was so lonely and empty.  I couldn’t go on.
 
   “That night, I was making the rounds in the Hall of Shadows.  Anger and frustration made me do something terrible.  I wanted to punish Gabriel for his lies.  I wanted to punish the Council for failing to honor the contract and force Gabriel to hand you over.  I felt like I was out of options.  My hope was gone.  So, I made a deal with one of the prisoners in the Hall of Shadows, a false god that had once tried to seize control of my throne and rule Hell.  The deal stated that I would release the goddess and give her control of Hell as long as she took my head.  I knew that there would be a battle unlike any other if the prisoners were released and Hell would burn to the ground, but I couldn’t stand to be here any longer.  I wanted to destroy Hell.  I wanted to die.  I wanted my pain to end,” tears welled up in his eyes.
 
   “What stopped you from fulfilling the deal?” Anjali kissed Lucifer’s chest to ease his sadness.  She couldn’t imagine being so devoid of hope that she would do something desperate like that.
 
   “I stood over the goddess, about to honor the deal, when I looked into her face, and froze.  She was staring at me, eager to fulfill our bargain.  Her face was contorted with evil.  I saw my own depravity reflected in her eyes.  I knew she couldn’t give me what I wanted.  I wanted to find peace.  I wanted to be free from the darkness and be happy again.  She couldn’t give me that.  She would only bring despair and war.  I realized that I didn’t want to destroy Hell.  I wanted to find a way to rule Hell, while keeping the darkness at bay.  I knew then I had to find you.  You had stopped me from destroying the world once.  You had given me peace and happiness for the first time since I was in Heaven.  You had driven out the evil in my heart.  You were the only one who could help me.
 
   “I ran from the Hall of Shadows and formulated my plan to find you and steal you from Gabriel.  I even planned to kill Gabriel if he tried to stand in my way.  I knew that if I couldn’t obtain you as soon as possible, I would succumb to the darkness completely,” Lucifer closed his eyes, waiting for her to slap him in the face, or light him on fire.
 
   “I’m glad you were strong enough to make the right decision.  Here I am complaining about missing a prom and graduation when the fate of the world was at stake.  I have a feeling that the Mortal Realm would have suffered if someone else were in charge of Hell.  I’m sorry that Gabriel didn’t honor the agreement,” Anjali shuddered at the thought of a crazed god ruling Hell and possibly releasing all the prisoners.
 
   Lucifer kissed her forehead and closed his eyes.  “I’m glad I found you in time.”
 
   She paused when she remembered the small girl she saw in the Hall of Shadows before Fenris attacked.  “The false god that you made the deal with, is she the one you pointed out to me, the girl with long black hair who looked like she wanted to kill you?”
 
   “Yes.  She is a Germanic god named Hel.  Her brother Fenris was the one who attacked us in the Hall of Shadows.  He was pissed that I broke our agreement.  Her family has been imprisoned for a very long time,” Lucifer ran his hands through her hair, grateful that Fenris hadn’t killed her.
 
   “Well, that explains why, and I quote ‘the soulless piece of shit’ tried to kill you,” she put her chin on his chest and looked up at him.
 
   Lucifer nodded.  He looked at the beautiful woman staring back at him and sighed.  He didn’t know what he had done to deserve her, but he was happy that fate had given her to him.
 
   Anjali thought about all the terrible things she had survived since arriving in Hell.  She no longer felt like the naïve girl who had woken up at Lucifer’s feet.  Instead of tearing her down, as she feared he would do, he had helped her to become strong and confident.  He believed that she could rule by his side.
 
   If she could survive the realms, Hades, a false god, and deranged servants, then she could certainly destroy the world when it was time.  She wasn’t afraid of her destiny anymore, nor was she afraid of ruling Hell.
 
   She sat up and looked at the roaring fire in the fireplace.  “You said that I could decide Aganon’s fate.  I’ve made my choice,” she hesitated, knowing that she was about to start a fight.
 
   “Let me guess, you don’t want him killed?” Lucifer wasn’t sure how he knew what she was going to say, but he knew nonetheless.
 
   “No, I don’t.  He was in a trance, of that I’m sure.  He didn’t react at all to what he did.  Caleb would have danced on my corpse.  Aganon struck me with his sword and then walked away as if he was going to go grab some pizza.  I have no idea why he would do something like that.  I’ve never said or done anything nasty to him.  He was obviously working for someone else,” gauging Lucifer’s reaction; she suddenly had a feeling that he knew the reason for the attack.
 
   “I agree.  He did not work alone, though I fear he might try to harm you again,” Lucifer took her face in his hands.
 
   “You said that you gave me power over your servants.  That should be enough.  You didn’t kill Hades after he nearly took my head and he deserved it.  Let me deal with Aganon,” she smiled brightly.
 
   Lucifer nodded his head and thought about all the ways Anjali would make the boy scream.  He grew hard at the thought, but didn’t want to scare her with his insatiable lust for her.
 
   “Speaking of Hades, how did your talk go?” Lucifer asked, imagining her punching Hades in the face.  He needed to stop thinking of her hurting people; otherwise, he was going to have to take her right there on the rug.
 
   A knock at the door drew Lucifer’s ire.  He rose to kill whoever was stupid enough to disturb them.  He waved his hand and dressed them both before opening the door.
 
   Anjali heard murmuring, but wasn’t sure what was going on.
 
   Lucifer sighed and closed the door.  “Mark is here.  There are problems that need my attention, of course,” Lucifer smirked as he watched her walk up to him.  Seeing her covered up excited him.  He wanted to remove her clothes and start all over again.  He definitely preferred spending more time with her on the rug than dealing with the Council’s bullshit.  Mark could wait for a while.
 
   “Oh, Mark,” Anjali replied, acknowledging the name.  She realized her faux pas immediately.
 
   “You know Mark?  How?” Lucifer glared at her, afraid he had been deceived by her after all.  There was no reason for her to know his pansy ass brother.
 
   Anjali hesitated and shifted nervously.  “You’ll kill him if I tell you,” she whispered.  She was suddenly afraid for herself and Mark.
 
   “Wouldn’t be the first time I tried to kill him.  Tell me,” Lucifer braced himself for the worst.
 
   “You tried to kill him?  Why would you do something like that?  He seems like a nice angel and he mentioned that he was friends with Gabriel.  No wonder he was scared when I saw him.  Who is he exactly and what did you do?” she wasn’t shocked by the revelation that Lucifer had tried to kill an angel, but knew there was more to it by the way he answered her so matter-of-factly.
 
   Lucifer regretted his admission immediately.  He hated having to confess to her.  He knew there would come a point when she stopped forgiving him for his evil deeds.  “You tell me how you know him and I will tell you what happened,” Lucifer hoped that her confession was worse than his, so that he’d have a good reason not to explain what he did.
 
   “He saw me in the Hall of Winds and told me that Gabriel was my real father and that he wanted to see me.  That’s it.  I know he was afraid that you would kill him for speaking to me.  Now I understand why.  You and Gabriel have already worked things out, so I see no point in being mad at Mark.  What did you do to him?” she glared at him.
 
   “He is my liaison to the Council.  He tried to deliver a message from Gabriel and I burned him alive,” Lucifer said as succinctly as possible to avoid any arguments.  He had a feeling that she would take issue with his treatment of Mark.
 
   “You did what?  You burned him alive all because Gabriel was sending you a message?” for the first time she looked at him with outrage.
 
   Lucifer faltered.  “And I bit him,” he felt compelled to add that minor detail since it would come out eventually.  “I was afraid that Gabriel had pled his case to Father and that Father would order me to release you to Gabriel.  I couldn’t allow that.  I knew Gabriel would be in a vengeful mood when I stole you.  I did everything I could to avoid him and his message.  I never gave Mark the chance to speak.  I tortured him in the Realm of Fire, after kicking the shit out him.  I’m not proud of what I did, but I couldn’t let him take you.  The Council, which your father is a member of, came here and sentenced me for my crime.  They punished me by sending me to the Realm of Fire and then left,” Lucifer hoped to ease her anger by letting her know that he was already punished for his actions, but he was smart enough not to tell her that he didn’t mind standing in the fire.
 
   “Did you apologize to Mark?  That was a horrible thing to do, even if it was because you didn’t want to face Gabriel’s wrath.  You punished an innocent angel all because you did something wrong.  How could you, oh, don’t answer that, I know how, but still, you need to apologize, especially if you have to deal with him on a daily basis,” she certainly needed to help Lucifer even more than she thought.  She needed to be his conscience.
 
   “Actually, I think it’s best that you deal with him.  I have a feeling he would prefer your gentle approach to things.  I still want to take his wings off, which I won’t apologize for.  The Council decided that he broke the rules and it was his fault for interfering where he shouldn’t,” Lucifer knew his reasoning sounded childish, even though it had sounded amazing when he said it to the Council.
 
   “Very well, I will deal with Mark going forward, but you are going to apologize to him.  Punch him in the arm and tell him you won’t skin him alive, or whatever you prefer,” she sighed and shook her head.  “I assume he’s waiting for you.”
 
   Lucifer nodded and then chuckled at the way she took command.  He did appreciate her version of an apology.  He figured the best way to apologize to Mark would be to assign Anjali to handle the Council’s complaints.  She would be more level-headed and might actually care what the Council had to say.  It would be far safer for Anjali to deal with Mark.
 
   


 
  



Chapter 21
 
    
 
   Mark watched Lucifer stride through the Hall of Mirrors while Anjali trailed behind him.  He kept a close eye on her to gauge her mood.  It was a good sign that she was smiling and not in tears.
 
   “Mark, this is Lady Black.  Call her by her given name and I will remove your jaw.  You will deal with her henceforth,” Lucifer quickly walked past Mark.  He nearly gagged, but he managed to form the apology in his mind.  “Sorry about the wing, I shouldn’t have bitten or burned you,” Lucifer spoke loudly so that it would echo off the mirrors.  He quickly entered the rotunda and forgot about Mark.
 
   Mark was at a loss as he watched Lucifer rush past him.  For a moment, he thought he was hallucinating.
 
   “It’s his version of an apology.  Go with it.  It’s the best you’re going to get,” Anjali shrugged, taking in Mark’s bewildered expression.
 
   Mark regained his composure and turned to look at Anjali.  He knew she had to be responsible for Lucifer’s apology and was grateful, though stunned.  Lucifer never apologized for anything.  He thought about Lucifer’s warning about calling Anjali by her given name.  He quickly committed her new name to memory.
 
   He bowed as a sign of respect and watched her ascend the dais and sit in an impressive and intimidating chair.  While he was relieved that Lucifer had decided to honor the contract, he was not sure if Lady Black would be happy on the throne.  She looked too young and fragile to sit next to the two tyrants.
 
   “My Lady, I am glad to see that you have accepted the throne.  I hope you are able to adjust to it.  I’m told that Tabbris always had a difficult time dealing with Lucifer and Hades.  I know you will fare better than him,” Mark tipped his head graciously and smiled at her.
 
   “Thank you, Mark.  How can I help you?” Anjali watched the shiny angel with curiosity.  She tried to imagine Lucifer wearing a sparkling white suit like Mark.  She decided that she preferred his badass leather outfit.
 
   “Lord Gabriel asked me to check on you.  He is concerned about you, but did not want to offend Lucifer by coming here himself,” Mark watched a smile appear on her face at the mention of her father.  She looked very different from when he last saw her.  She seemed more confident and happier, if that were possible.
 
   “Yes, I’m doing fine, but I was hoping to tell him myself.  I am granting him access to the Hall of Mirrors, so that he can visit any time.  Also, since you are our liaison, you too may enter directly into the hall when needed or called upon.  If you need to see Lucifer or Hades, come here first and one of the servants will escort you.  Please don’t abuse this privilege; otherwise, Lucifer will be angry.  Even though he apologized for what happened, he isn’t actually sorry.  I think you know that,” Anjali said as she shifted in her seat.
 
   “I appreciate that, my Lady,” Mark bowed and then stopped himself.  He was embarrassed when he realized he could see her undergarments under the scandalous dress, despite her legs being crossed.  Flustered, he looked away and adjusted his suit jacket.
 
   Mark waited to speak until she adjusted her dress, which had ridden up her thighs.  He averted his eyes until she fixed the problem.  The dress left little to the imagination, though he vehemently ignored his imagination.
 
   Anjali was embarrassed by her wardrobe issue, but she decided to ignore it.  She had agreed to the dress, so she was stuck with it and its problems.  Though it did confirm one thing for her, Mark was most likely gay, which would make things easier when it came to Lucifer’s jealousy.
 
   Mark recovered and smiled at her.  “Thank you for the access to the hall and for accepting the responsibility of being my primary contact.  I hope that you and I can accomplish much and I look forward to working with you.  I know your role as the Bringer of the Apocalypse is a difficult one, so allow me to offer you my assistance when needed.  It seems that you still do not have your memories of Heaven.  We knew each other back then, though admittedly, not very well.  I am glad I have the opportunity to change that,” Mark noticed the differences between the girl he remembered and the woman sitting before him.
 
   “I wish I could remember you and the other angels.  I can’t remember what it was like living in Heaven,” Anjali smiled politely.
 
   “I am sure you will remember someday, my Lady,” Mark said encouragingly. 
 
   “I want to thank you for helping me find Gabriel.  I know it was dangerous for you to help me and I appreciate what you did,” Anjali nodded to him and rose from her throne.
 
   “I owe Lord Gabriel much.  He is my closest friend.  I would do no less than help him and his daughter.  If I may, why not go to him?  I think you know the place,” Mark smiled as he watched her ponder his meaning.
 
   “That’s right, I can leave.  Holy shit, I can leave,” she paused when she realized that she had sworn in front of a Heavenly Angel.  “Sorry, Mark.  Yes, I want to meet Gabriel in the Mortal Realm,” Anjali was shaking at the thought of breaking out of Hell.  She had wanted to leave for so long she couldn’t believe she was still standing in in Hell.
 
   She stepped off the dais and looked around, trying to figure out what to do.  She had never asked Lucifer how to get into the Mortal Realm.  She knew she could go through the Hall of Winds, but didn’t want to look like an idiot when she couldn’t figure out what to do.  She looked to Mark for help.
 
   Mark chuckled at her reaction.  “Allow me to help you.  Picture in your mind the place where you want to go and hold that image,” Mark instructed.
 
   “Please don’t tell me to click my heels and say, ‘there’s no place like home’,” she said dryly.
 
   Mark chuckled.  “No, Dorothy, besides, you aren’t headed to Kansas.  Do you know where to go?”
 
   “Yes, I do,” she nodded and she pictured the only place in the world she wanted to see.
 
   “Keep the picture in your mind and walk toward it.  It will feel like you are pushing yourself through thick air.  It will be dark for a split second and then you will arrive at your destination.  It’s easier if you are already walking forward,” Mark extended his arm, implying that she should walk through the hall.
 
   She was nervous, but followed Mark’s advice.  She walked to the end of the hall and thought about the location.  It was a strange way to travel, but it wasn’t unpleasant.  One minute she was standing in Hell, the next she was being blinded by the sunlight after living in darkness for so long.  Once her eyes adjusted, she was overjoyed by what she saw.  The view from the Preikestolen was even more amazing than she’d imagined.  Seeing it someday was the one thought that had given her hope throughout everything.  She knew that just being there would bring her peace.
 
   She raised her face to the sunlight and relished the feeling of the warm rays on her skin.  The chilly breeze removed the stale scent of death and smoke from her nose.  She breathed in the salty air and giggled.  All that was missing was CJ.
 
   “You made it,” said a familiar voice behind her.
 
   “You left me a pretty good road map,” Anjali looked out over the water.
 
   Despite the extreme elevation, she wasn’t afraid to walk to the edge.  The cliff was so high up, it felt like she could reach out and touch the clouds.  Far below the cliff was the river that cut through the land and divided the small green mountains on the other side, just like the photo Uncle Bob had given her.  The area was breathtaking and inspirational.
 
   “This is my favorite place in the Mortal Realm.  I wish we could have journeyed here together.  There was so much that I wanted to tell you.  I’m so sorry that I never told who you were.  I always thought we would have more time,” Gabriel sighed.  He walked up and stood next to her.
 
   “Uncle Bob once told me that this area was created by an Ice Age.  Why do I get the feeling that I was the one responsible for creating it?  Why would you come here to be reminded of my mistakes?” Anjali turned to look at him.
 
   “It reminds me that beauty can come from chaos and destruction.  Without the Ice Age, this area would not be as unique and breathtaking.  It’s proof that something good will come from you releasing your power.  It gives me the strength to do what must be done to protect you.  Besides, I feel closer to you when I’m here,” Gabriel put his hand on her shoulder.  “How are you feeling?  You look well.”
 
   “I’m okay.  I’m healed.  I’m just glad that we got the chance to see this together, even though it took a little longer than expected,” Anjali sighed.
 
   “I was afraid you wouldn’t want to see me,” Gabriel sighed and let go of her shoulder to turn away from her.  After agreeing to Lucifer’s request to make her a blood servant, he feared she would hate him.
 
   “Gabriel, you are one of the few people who have ever mattered in my life.  I love you.  That hasn’t changed.  I’m not about to turn my back on you now that I know the truth,” Anjali turned Gabriel around and hugged him.  “I know that you gave your consent to Lucifer to save me.  I don’t want to be his blood servant, but I’m not ready for my life to be over yet.  I know that you’ve made a lot of difficult decisions to protect me.  Even though I may not agree with all of them, I don’t fault you for doing what you felt you had to do.  You did what was necessary to keep me safe.  Thank you for always taking care of me.”
 
   Gabriel felt whole again as he hugged his daughter.  He knew that he needed to let her experience life on her own, but swore he would be there if she ever needed him.
 
   “Thank you for your understanding.  Is Lucifer treating you well?  He promised me he would keep you safe.  Do you know when he will perform the ritual so that you can transcend this mortal form and truly become an immortal?  You will need your memories if you are to fulfill your destiny,” Gabriel asked, hoping that his trust in Lucifer wasn’t misplaced.
 
   “Yes, father, Lucifer is kind to me.  I care about him and I know he loves me.  I don’t know when he will perform the ritual.  He said that this form adds an extra layer of protection.  I think I want to keep that in place, at least for now.  I think it’s safer until I can learn more about who I am and how to control myself,” she said, looking out over the cliff.  As gorgeous as the landscape was, she didn’t want to create more towering cliffs with her power.
 
   “It will be dangerous without your memories.  I beg you not to let it go on for too long,” he tried very hard not to tell her what to do.  It was time for her to make her own decisions.  “I’m glad he is kind to you.  Promise me that if he ever harms you, you will make him will regret it.”
 
   “Yes, father, I promise.  I’ve already put Hades in his place twice,” she nodded her head.  She fidgeted with her dress, not wanting to discuss the possibility of hurting Lucifer.  “Thank you for my necklace, I thought I lost it.  It’s the only possession that I have from my old life.  I’ve been meaning to ask, how are my parents, Henry and Elise?  I know my death was rough on you, I’m sure they are having a hard time with it.”
 
   “My darling, time passes very differently in Hell, especially for the prisoners in the realms.  You have been gone for over two and a half years,” Gabriel saw the shock on her face as she processed the implication.
 
   “Geez, that’s a long time.  Well, I’m glad that they’ve had time to deal with everything.  I guess going home is out of the question,” she hung her head, knowing she couldn’t go back to that life, even if she wanted to.  She wanted to ask about CJ, but given Gabriel’s reaction last time, she thought better of it.
 
   “I would suggest that you avoid going home, but that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t be a part of the world.  You have an enormous task ahead of you.  I am here to guide you as your father, but I am not meant to tell you what to do.  Our paths are very different, but you will have help.  Father didn’t leave you without those to assist you,” Gabriel hated bringing up the subject, but he knew Lucifer would never tell her.  Aside from Lucifer not wanting her to unleash her full power, he just plain hated the Predznak.
 
   “What do you mean?  Why do I need help?” she was confused by Gabriel’s statement.
 
   “Father created powerful angels called, the Predznak.  They are Harbingers, or Heralds, that will warn the mortals of your coming.  Many consider them the Angels of the Apocalypse, or the Angels of Temptation, and they will help you destroy the world.  You have the power to lay waste to all you see.  A Predznak’s power is different from yours.  They are the physical embodiment of some of the worst kinds of sins.  They use their power to tempt the mortals and gauge their reaction to the sins.  Too many mortals live bland existences.  They are neither good nor evil, and ended up in Purgatory.  The Predznak use their power to force the mortals to choose a side, good or bad, saint, or sinner.  During an Apocalypse, there is no Purgatory; the mortals must choose the path of good or evil.  You will guide the Predznak and determine how far humanity has fallen from grace, so that you will know when it is time to bring about the end of days.  You were created to be their Master and command them.  You need to keep them from falling too far into darkness and in return, they will strengthen your power and do your will.  Right now, they can only tempt a few mortals at a time, but when they join with you, they will have the ability to tempt on an epic scale.  All of the mortals will be forced to choose Heaven or Hell once the collective power of the Predznak is unleashed, while you tear apart the world around them.
 
   “Where are the Predznak now?” as if destroying the world wasn’t bad enough.  How was she supposed to be the Master to a bunch of angels that were the embodiment of sin?  She knew nothing about commanding people.
 
   “Sadly, there have been complications.  They were sent to the Mortal Realm before you were created, so that they could understand the goodness and darkness that resides in the mortals.  They were supposed to tempt the mortals, but over time without guidance, they have succumbed to their own temptations.  They now suffer from the darkness inside them, and roam the world pushing mortals past their breaking point, forcing them to choose sin.  Some of them personally kill their victims.  This was not their intended purpose.  Each of them suffers differently, but they all suffer from madness.  They are powerful beings and they are lost without their Master,” Gabriel hated speaking about the Predznak.  His decision to hide Anjali and keep her ignorant of her intended path had greatly impacted her angels.
 
   Anjali stared at Gabriel in horror.  Angels that were supposed to help her had suffered in her absence.  While she was sitting in school learning Algebra, these angels had lost their minds.  She felt guilty for playing video games and shopping at the mall instead of embracing her destiny and helping these poor creatures.  Even if she knew nothing about commanding them, she knew she had to help them.
 
   “I have to find them,” she suddenly felt compelled to search for them.
 
   “Anjali, while it’s true you must find them, I implore you to be cautious.  Much has happened to them over the years.  After I made my agreement with Lucifer, the Council ordered the Predznak to descend into Hell.  There they waited for your arrival.  Unfortunately, Lucifer warred with them constantly.  They were already mired in darkness when they arrived, but Hell made them worse.  The delays in your arrival only compounded the problem.  The Predznak lost hope and revolted against Lucifer.  They left Hell and returned to the Mortal Realm.  We find them from time to time, but they mostly remain hidden from us.  I’m sorry to say that none of them wants a Master after all this time.  They have become spoiled and rebellious.  It will not be easy to subdue them,” Gabriel saw Anjali’s worried face and understood the problems inherent in trying to reign in the Angels of Temptation.  They were lost to the darkness that they were supposed to wield and could try to kill her.
 
   “Please tell me this is the last of the bad news you have to give me.  I don’t think I can handle much more,” she sighed and walked closer to the ledge.
 
   The wind was strong as it came over the cliff.  She closed her eyes and held out her arms.  She wished she could fly away and leave it all behind.  Instead, she sat down on the edge and dangled her legs over the side.  She had a feeling that even a fall from this height wouldn’t kill her, much.
 
   “I told you that you are my reward for doing an impossible task, though I didn’t tell you what the task was,” Gabriel sat down on the edge beside her.  She deserved the truth.  “I was the one who delivered the message to the mortals in Paradise.  I alone had to tell them that God had lost faith in them.  I had to send them out into the cold and desolate world, away from the perfection and happiness that they had taken for granted.  Yes, the mortals had become corrupt and allowed evil to turn their hearts against God, but it didn’t make delivering the message any easier.  The mortals were terrified and begged for another chance.  It was the worst thing, to that point, I ever had to do.”
 
   Anjali put her hand on Gabriel’s arm and patted it.  “That sounds terrible.”
 
   Gabriel shuddered and shook his head in shame.  “How do you tell someone their Father, their creator, is angry and disappointed with them?  How do you tell them that the only life they had ever known was going to change forever?  I wept for them.  I felt their fear, but I couldn’t change my message.  I told the mortals that they would know pain, suffering, hunger, and death.  I looked into their eyes, knowing that, if they couldn’t find their way back to God’s heart, I would have to deliver the message that the world was ending.
 
   “I went home and told Father that I couldn’t do it.  I couldn’t deliver a message like that again.  He took pity on me.  He promised that I would never have to deliver the message that would end the world.  Instead, Father created the Bringer of the Apocalypse.  So, you see, because I wasn’t strong enough to do what Father intended, He created you.  You must do what I could not.  It’s my fault that you are destined to end the world.  I am so sorry,” Gabriel broke down and cried.
 
   Anjali hugged her father and chuckled.  “Gabriel, if you think that I’m going to blame you for not wanting to start an Apocalypse, you’re wrong.  I’m glad that you don’t have to do it.  I wouldn’t wish it on my worst enemy.  If I was created to ease your burdens, then I will gladly accept the responsibility of ending the world.”
 
   Gabriel couldn’t believe what his daughter was saying.  “I have condemned you to a life of misery and guilt.  It won’t be an easy task.  Please, I accept the blame.  I have failed you time and again.”
 
   “Father, please stop.  It’s okay.  I will do what is needed of me, not because you failed, but because you need help.  Everyone has their limits.  You knew that you couldn’t deliver the message and there’s no shame in that.  As long as you are by my side, supporting me, as you always have been, I know that I can do this.  I’m just sorry that you were punished by having to take care of me,” Anjali smiled.  No matter how scared or intimidated she was about being the Bringer of the Apocalypse, she couldn’t condemn her father.  She loved him too much to blame him.
 
   “Never think that you are my punishment,” he grabbed her face and looked into her eyes.  “You are a blessing.  I have never once thought of you as a burden,” Gabriel hugged his daughter and thanked Father for creating her.
 
   She smiled and nodded at him, wishing that she hadn’t made such a mess of things over the years.  Being the Voice of God while teaching her not to blow up the world and hiding her away from Lucifer, couldn’t have been easy.
 
   “I’m sorry you have such a terrible job.  CJ and I always thought you were a spy or an assassin, like a CIA agent or something.  He would never believe that you were an angel,” she snickered as she pictured CJ’s reaction to seeing Gabriel’s white wings.
 
   “Please, do not misunderstand, I love my job, I love being the Messenger of God, but some days it is nearly impossible to do what is needed.  You and CJ were not far from the truth.  There are times when I have to spy on our enemies and times that I must kill,” Gabriel said regretfully.
 
   “Enemies like Lucifer and Hades?  Lucifer told me that you tried to kill him, and that you did kill his servant Creeper,” she said matter-of-factly.  She didn’t want him to think she was mad at him for what he had done.
 
   “I was angry at Lucifer and wanted to kill him for stealing you from me, but he pleaded with me to listen to him.  I saw the effect you have on him.  He seems to genuinely care for you.  It was the only thing that stayed my hand.  I do regret what I did to Jimmy, or Creeper, as Michael called him.  Sadly, my head was not clear.  Granted, he did bring it upon himself by working with Lucifer.  Killing servants who trade Council secrets isn’t a crime, though he technically should’ve had a trial to determine his guilt first.  Once Michael heard that Lucifer had admitted to bribing Jimmy, I was absolved of any wrong doing, but I still feel bad about it,” Gabriel hated to admit his shortcomings to his daughter, but it was best for her to know that he wasn’t infallible and certainly made his fair share of mistakes.
 
   Anjali shook her head slowly.  “I don’t know why a heavenly servant would work with Lucifer since he doesn’t treat his own servants very well.  I guess Creeper got what he deserved if the Council wasn’t upset with you.  I’m angry that he followed you, but I’m glad that you found out about his deception.  It’s possible he was selling other secrets to Lucifer.  Of course, he still sounds better than Lucifer’s horrible servants.  I’ll admit that I’m glad Caleb is dead.  Sadly, of all the servants I liked Aganon the most.  You should know that Lucifer put Aganon’s life in my hands.  I’ve decided that he will live to deceive another day, though I still don’t know why he attacked me,” she growled when she thought about the weasel.
 
   “I don’t know for sure why Aganon attacked you, but I know that Lucifer will get the boy to speak and find out the truth.  I’m just relieved that you are alive.  What will you do to Aganon?” Gabriel wasn’t sure if he wanted to know the answer.  He personally wanted to put the boy to death for his deeds, but hoped that his daughter would have more tolerance.
 
   “I’ve decided that he will live.  I want answers.  I’m too angry to speak to him now, but I will interrogate him when I’m ready,” she needed to be calmer before she spoke to him and accidentally unleashed her power.
 
   “It won’t hurt Aganon to stew for a while.  You will have to watch your back constantly.  Lucifer has powerful enemies.  Once they learn of his affection for you, they will strike at him through you.  Be careful with whom you place your trust, though I have a feeling that trusting people won’t be high on your list of priorities,” Gabriel muttered, shifting uncomfortably on the ledge.  Lucifer had obviously kept Maraquette’s possible involvement from Anjali.  He decided it was best to keep her in the dark until Lucifer dealt with his insane ex.  He didn’t want his daughter facing off against a possible Rogue Angel.
 
   “What do you mean?” she was confused about Gabriel’s statement.
 
   “Trusting people has never been easy for you, and there is a reason for that.  As the intended Master of the Predznak, you have the ability to understand the temptations they carry, so that you control them and wield them.  You carry each of their sins within you; they are part of the darkness that you feel.  Some are more subtle than others, but they are all there.  Understanding the sins that they suffer from will be your greatest strength when dealing with them.  You will be able to relate to them as no other can.  Together, you form one larger whole.  Distrust is one of the sins they carry,” Gabriel explained.
 
   “Tell me about them,” she said as she turned to face him.
 
   ∞
 
   “My Lord, we found Paris,” Malcolm grimaced as Dorian and Vincent dropped an injured Paris in front of Lucifer’s throne in the Hall of Mirrors.
 
   “What did you do to him?” Lucifer chuckled.  He looked at Malcolm, ignoring the pathetic and broken Paris.
 
   “It wasn’t me, my Lord.  He was found in the Roman section of the Caves of Darkness.  Apparently, he didn’t abandon his post after all,” Malcolm said, standing at attention.  This was his first time dealing with a problem, since his promotion and wanted to make a good show of it.
 
   “Do we know who escaped the realms and bested Paris?  Not that it would have been difficult.  Any grandmother here could have accomplished the task,” Lucifer chuckled.  He thought very little of Paris, but he was stuck with him.  He was more concerned that Anjali was in the Mortal Realm.  He prayed that she kept her word and return to him quickly.
 
   “No one is missing, my Lord.  A count was done shortly before he was found.  Perhaps Paris stopped the soul,” Malcolm cringed internally, waiting for Lucifer to order yet another dreaded count.
 
   “I somehow doubt that, given his appearance,” Lucifer scoffed.  “Why hasn’t he told you who is responsible?”  
 
   “My Lord, his throat has been crushed and his tongue removed.  He was beaten severely,” Malcolm shrugged, unsure how he was supposed to interrogate Paris.
 
   “Doesn’t anyone have a quill and ink?” Lucifer waited for his idiot servants Dorian and Vincent to look at each other in confusion, while Malcolm merely shook his head.  “For the love of all that is holy, Paris, who did this?”
 
   Paris looked in Lucifer’s direction, but it was clear that his vision was impaired.  Lucifer was reminded of how Mark had looked after his ass kicking.  Whoever did this was highly skilled and brutal.  While any of his Fallen could have delivered the beating, there was something masterful about the way the attack had been carried out.  This was a professional hit.  Lucifer suddenly became very interested in Paris’ attacker.
 
   Paris looked helplessly at Lucifer then lowered his head to his hand.  He bit down on the pad of his index finger until he drew blood.  He’d already lost so much, what was a little more?  He was weak from his injuries, but managed to scrawl out the name of his assailant.
 
   Lucifer watched Paris smear his blood across the marble.  It was difficult see in the dim firelight, but finally the name became visible.  Sacha.
 
   Lucifer was in a killing rage in seconds.  “Take him to the Hall of Mercy and interrogate him once he has use of his mouth.  On second thought, make him write down everything that happened,” Lucifer paused.  “With a quill and a scroll, this time,” Anjali certainly was having an effect on him, which didn’t go unnoticed by Dorian and Vincent as they bowed to him and dragged Paris away.
 
   “Yes, my Lord,” Malcolm waited until he was dismissed.
 
   “Inform Hades and Sebastian that we have an intruder,” Lucifer growled.
 
   Malcolm bowed and ran from the tower, afraid they could be under attack.
 
   Lucifer paced across the dais.  He thought about how Maraquette, and now Sacha, had broken into Hell through the Caves of Darkness.  Most people were trying to fight their way out of Hell, not into Hell.  Of course, now they had a good reason to want to invade Hell; they wanted the Destroyer.
 
   He threw himself from the dais and crossed the long hall.  He sneered as he entered the rotunda.  Staring at the blank wall across from the Hall of Mirrors, he steadied himself and waved his hand across the wall.
 
   An ornate doorway appeared and revealed a long dark corridor.  Lucifer braced himself for a fight as he reigned in his anger.  He needed to be focused.  Stepping into the long forgotten hallway felt like stepping into a nightmare.  He hadn’t been here in nearly two thousand years, and for good reason.  The Harbinger’s Annex held the private domiciles of the Predznak, though he called it Mass Murdere Alley.  It had been specially created for them so that they would be close to the Destroyer.  He knew when he made the agreement with Gabriel to take custody of Anjali that this part of the deal would bite him in the ass and it did.  He hated the Predznak from the moment they stepped foot into his Hell.
 
   ∞
 
   Gabriel looked out over the cliff, searching for the best way to tell Anjali about the Predznak, so that he wouldn’t scare her.  “You will have to subdue and tame ten angels.  They were once Heavenly Angels who had different responsibilities than they do now, and like Lucifer, they volunteered for the honor to become Harbingers.  However, unlike Lucifer, they had to undergo a transformation that would turn them into a Predznak, and then fall from Heaven to reside in the Mortal Realm.  For this reason, they are considered Fallen Angels.  The Predznak are the most dangerous angels imaginable.  Their power, like yours, knows few bounds when combined with their Master.  You will need to treat them with caution.  Even when you think you have them under control, you will still need to keep your wits about you.  They are devious and cunning.  Do not let them get the upper hand,” Gabriel warned.
 
   “I understand,” Anjali listened carefully and tried to remember everything her father said.
 
   “The Angel of Distrust, Haydn, will be a challenge for you.  He will try to turn you against everyone you have faith in.  If you listen to him, he will make you hate everyone you hold dear because you no longer trust them.  He has no friends and few allies.  He was the first to turn against the other Predznak.  He will be difficult to convince of your intentions,” Gabriel looked into his daughter’s eyes, mad that she had to fight her own angels, all because he wouldn’t let her embrace her destiny.
 
   Lucifer walked into the Annex and passed Haydn’s door on the left.  He always thought Haydn was aptly named.  He spent more time “hiding” in the shadows stalking people and spying on them than roaming out in the open.  He was as paranoid as they came.  He was cocky, sadistic, and ruthless at interrogating.  They could have been best friends, if Haydn had any friends.  He could turn lovers, friends, and family against one another until there was nothing but bodies lining the floor.  It was best to keep a healthy distance from Distrust; otherwise, you would be standing alone, fighting without an ally at your back.
 
   “The one I am most wary of is The Angel of Vengeance, Balthazar.  He is skilled in battle and never loses.  He lives by his own set of rules and doesn’t believe he needs a Master.  Be careful not to betray him, or he will never let you out of his crosshairs.  He is brutal and won’t stop once he locks on to his target,” Gabriel warned.
 
   Lucifer passed Balthazar’s door on the right.  He had always kept close tabs on Balthazar, when he resided in Hell.  He was the most thorough warrior he’d ever laid eyes on, but he was obsessive about his targets.  He focused on one temptee and systematically taught them how to destroy their enemy and anyone they ever knew, until he or she had killed scores of people, damning their soul to Hell.  The fallout was massive.  Lucifer appreciated his results, even if they were long in coming.  Balthazar could take years to fully corrupt someone, but when he did, they sought vengeance on a grand scale.  If anyone personally betrayed him, that person, and anyone who knew the Godforsaken person, suffered greatly.
 
   “You will need to find The Angel of Agony, Rayan, as quickly as possible.  All who face him suffer unimaginably.  The pain and misery that he inflicts is unbearable,” Gabriel shook his head as he thought about what Rayan was capable of doing.
 
   Rayan’s door was on the left and one he rarely visited.  Rayan could make the happiest person on earth want to slit his own wrists, throw himself from a building, and then set himself on fire.  He was a master at creating searing pain, depression, misery, and despair.  Lucifer had suffered at his hands once, and that had been enough for him.  Lucifer had tried to recruit him as a punisher in the realms, only to realize that he went beyond what was needed to torture the souls in Hell.  The prisoners should consider themselves lucky that he hadn’t kept Rayan as a punisher.
 
   “The Angel of Desire, Zacharael, is more dangerous than you will think.  He will make you forget your mission and lead you down a path that will end in your ruin.  Desire isn’t just about sex; it’s about wanting things to make yourself happy.  You will crave things you never dreamed of and you will leave everything behind to obtain these things.  It’s about instant gratification for silly things, material things,” Gabriel shuddered when he thought about Anjali trying to win Zacharael over.  He prayed that she was strong enough to resist what most couldn’t: lust, greed, frivolity, and sex.
 
   Lucifer chuckled when he saw Zacharael’s door.  Zacharael was considered the most beautiful angel, a title that had once been Lucifer’s when he resided in Heaven.  Zacharael could make a person want to do things they would normally never consider.  People lost their minds and threw away their money, happiness, and their lives, all for a moment’s pleasure.  He ruined the mortals around him and took delight in doing so.  Lucifer smirked when he thought about how he had bested the asshole just before he left Hell.
 
   “You have heard about the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse from stories and rumors, but I am telling you that they are real and they are the worst of the Predznak.  The Angel of Anger, Aeries, also known as War, is a strong warrior.  Without your power, he can convince the mortals to start fights or skirmishes, but once joined with you, he can create global wars that will tear the mortals apart.  Never underestimate him and never take your eyes off him or it will lead to your undoing,” it was imperative that she take precaution with him.  He feared Aeries the most because he had seen firsthand the carnage that came from his sword and fists.
 
   Lucifer rolled his eyes at Aeries’ door.  The angel had a worse temper than he did and his fists were considered lethal weapons.  The psychopath could literally tear armies apart and lay siege to any place in the Mortal Realm, if he desired.  He and Aeries had fought constantly in the beginning, until he banished him from the Throne Room.  He secretly feared that Aeries would wage war against Hell and take over.  Thankfully, Aeries had never tried, though he knew he would have succeeded.  No one who opposed Aeries lived to brag about it.
 
   “Elrick, The Angel of Hunger, also known as Famine, is the second horseman.  He is smart and charismatic.  People tend to like him and listen to him.  Do not be fooled by what seem to be sensible words.  His gift isn’t about starvation.  It’s about need.  He thrives on pushing people to kill for what they consider theirs.  Do not let him invade your mind, as he is insane,” Gabriel grabbed Anjali’s shoulders and shook her to make her understand the level of threat that Elrick posed.
 
   Lucifer stopped when he approached Elrick’s door.  Though he hated the angel, there was something about him that made him likable.  He was the most charming of the Predznak though one of the most lethal.  Whereas Zacharael’s power was about want, wanting foolish things, dangerous things, Elrick’s power was about need.  He preyed on a person’s need for basic necessities.  He tempted people to kill for food, water, shelter, and security.  Zacharael could cause a riot over expensive shoes; Elrick could cause mass panic and hysteria over the thought of losing food and water supplies, and shelter, which would lead to death.  He brought Doomsday planning to a whole new level.
 
   Gabriel hated to mention the next Predznak.  He was the most despised and no one liked to speak about him.  Even mentioning his name aloud made the other angels anxious.  It was like invoking the boogeyman.  “Beware of The Angel of Fear, Tristan.  While he isn’t a horseman, he should have been.  He can scare the devil himself.  No one enjoys being in his presence, not even me.  All who have gotten too close to him have taken their own lives to escape the thoughts he puts into their heads.  Unfortunately, he has been greatly affected by his own temptation.  It will be a challenge to obtain him,” Gabriel subdued a shiver and even felt compelled to look over his shoulder.  He stood firm and reminded himself that Tristan wouldn’t dare confront Anjali without a good reason.
 
   Lucifer quickly walked, though some would consider it running, passed Tristan’s door.  The most feared angel in all of Hell should have been him, but in truth, it was Tristan.  Lucifer hated being around him.  A person could lose their mind when Tristan spoke of their greatest fears.  He would take a silly or unreasonable thought, like the roof collapsing and crushing you to death in your own home, and turn it into a real fear by using suspicion, dread, paranoia, panic, and mania.  Tristan once convinced him that his throne was going to eat him.  It took him a week to be able to sit in it without cringing.  It was no wonder that Tristan was good at punishing the prisoners in the Realm of Nightmares.
 
   “The Angel of Illness, Solren, is madder than a hatter and the third horseman.  He is truly deranged.  I would tell you to avoid him, but it is important that you find him.  Treat him delicately since he suffers from multiple personality syndrome.  You never know which side of him you are speaking to,” Gabriel loathed talking to Solren.  It was worse than conversing with five people, all with different opinions, trying to tell you their side of the story.
 
   Lucifer cringed when he passed Solren’s door.  Solren was the reason that plagues spread quickly throughout the world and why mortals needed therapists.  While he couldn’t create an actual sickness, his power lay with the mind.  He caused people’s minds to breakdown and could drive anyone insane.  He used his ability to wear people down and make them complacent and uncaring when it came to preventing diseases.  It was a kind of hysteria and it cost millions their lives.  He could convince a germophobe to lie in a sewer and rot, or the sanest man that he was plagued by phantom dogs that could speak to him.  His illusions were deadly, though he had to give Solren some credit since he was the one who had invented the means to torture the souls in the Realm of Nightmares.  He both admired and hated Solren.
 
   “The leader of this unique group is The Angel of Death, Alazar.  He is also the final horseman.  I will be very blunt and tell you that he is an ass.  He is selfish, self-absorbed, and can kill you from across the room without a single weapon.  Never be complacent around him, or it will be your downfall.  He cares nothing for the mortals and does as he pleases.  He will be hardest to gain control of, but you must find him,” Gabriel feared that his daughter might not survive a round with Alazar.
 
   Lucifer clenched his fists when he passed Alazar’s door.  Lucifer was angry that he had led the Predznak out of Hell, but was glad to be rid of him.  He was arrogant and snide.  He feared nothing and could kill with a single look from his mesmerizing ice blue eyes.  Alazar was one of the most dangerous angels ever created, and Lucifer would be the first in line to spit on his grave and do a jig on it when he died.  He had a feeling that even Anjali’s limitless patience would wear thin when dealing with Alazar.  It was quite possible that she would be forced to take his head, before he tried to take hers.
 
   “The last Predznak is Sacha, the Angel of Deception and he will be nearly impossible to find.  He has evaded everyone who has hunted him.  I swear the angel can hide in plain sight on a sunny day.  He will lie, cheat, and make a fool out of anyone stupid enough to get close to him.  Do not let your guard down around him,” Gabriel looked away from Anjali.  He hated knowing that she had to possess each of the lunatics, but it was her destiny.
 
   Lucifer approached the last door on the right.  Sacha, the arrogant son of a bitch who believed he could simply waltz into his domain and kick the shit out one of his Fallen, needed a lesson in manners.  Lucifer kicked open Sacha’s door and lunged into the room.  He was ready to be attacked, but found nothing but dust and soot assaulting his senses.  He looked around the room and found that nothing had been disturbed.  He could clearly see the lack of footprints or scuff marks in the soot that covered all the furniture.  No one had been here in centuries.  It seemed that the game was on.
 
   Anjali tried to picture each of the Predznak and remember what they were capable of, but somehow she kept them all straight in her mind.  “How will I know where to find them or who they are, if I do stumble upon them?  How do I become their Master?” there were a thousand questions buzzing in her head.
 
   “You will figure it out when the time is right.  Remember that you were created to be their Master, so no matter what they do or say, you will find a way to make them serve you, as they were meant to.  You will know what to do when you find them.  As to where they are, I cannot help you.  It has been a long time since I have seen any of them,” Gabriel stopped and turned his head as if he were listening to something in the distance.  “Duty calls, I’m afraid.  Now that Lucifer has allowed you to leave Hell, you will be able to visit me anytime.  Simply call for me and I will do my best to come to you or send an envoy in my absence.  I am so proud of you, my darling daughter,” Gabriel hugged her and smiled just before he vanished.
 
   Anjali looked out over the cliff at the mountains in the distance and contemplated what she should do.  She had no idea where to find ten angels or what to do when she did find them, but she had faith that she was destined to use them to bring about the end of the world.
 
   As she stood up to leave the cliff and return to Hell, movement from the corner of her eye caught her attention.  For a split second, she thought she saw her English teacher, Mr. Timmons, standing on a bluff, watching her.  She shook her head and reminded herself that she was in Norway, not New Jersey.
 
   She didn’t want to leave the sunlight, but she had promised Lucifer that she would return to him.  She closed her eyes and entered the Hall of Mirrors.
 
   ∞
 
   Lucifer had ordered a thorough search of Hell, but Sacha was nowhere to be found, not that he had expected to find him.  He was sure that Deception was long gone.  He was disturbed by the thought of Sacha prowling around, causing problems in his Hell.  He needed to figure out why he had dared to return, though he knew it had to do with Anjali.  The problem was he didn’t know what Sacha’s intentions were.
 
   He gave up his pacing when Anjali appeared in the doorway.  He relaxed considerably when she gracefully entered the room.  She was breathtaking in her barely there gown.  He only wished that he hadn’t agreed to panties.
 
   “Are you ready to retire to our room?” Anjali purred when she saw him.  She was eager to sleep next to Lucifer in bed.  She felt bad that he had slept on the couch while she had been unconscious and healing from her near death experience.  He claimed it was because his room was being repaired, but she knew it was because he was worried about her and wanted to be close.
 
   “Yes, I just need to retrieve something from my room.  Join me?” Lucifer took her hand and kissed the back of it.  He internally cheered when she giggled at his gesture.  He was fairly certain that Dorian had made a gagging noise from his post.
 
   He glared at Dorian as he stepped off the dais.  He would have gutted him, if he weren’t running low on servants.
 
   Anjali followed Lucifer to the Throne Room and carefully made her way through the remaining rubble on the staircase to Lucifer’s bedchamber.
 
   She looked around his room and cringed.  While most of his belongings had survived, many of them had tumbled to the floor.  Picking her way around the glass and debris, she moved further into the room.  She felt bad that a lot of his books and paintings had been destroyed by the flood.  The mural on the ceiling needed to be repainted since the paint had smeared in the deluge.
 
   “I’m sorry that your personal possessions were damaged.  The pictures were beautiful,” she looked up at the colorful blurs, wishing she had more control over the destructive power inside of her.
 
   “They can be replaced.  You can’t be.  Don’t worry.  It was time to purge some of the junk.  It was becoming cluttered,” Lucifer said absentmindedly as he rummaged through a chest in the corner of the room.
 
   Anjali paused when a flash of metal caught her eye.  She walked over to Lucifer’s bedside table and picked up a frame.  “Where did you get this?  I didn’t see it the last time I was here and it isn’t wet.”
 
   Lucifer turned and stared at the object in her hands.  It was a picture of her as Michelle.  He had never laid eyes on the photo before, but he had a feeling he knew where it had come from.
 
   “Gabriel,” he kept his lie simple.  He quickly turned away from her and pretended to look through his belongings.
 
   “Hmm.  That’s odd.  This picture was taken in English Class for a timeline project that my teacher was working on for graduation.  He took it a few weeks before the headaches started.  The photo was supposed to go on the bulletin board in the main hallway at school.  I wonder how Gabriel, or rather, Uncle Bob, got it,” she pondered the image of the girl staring back at her.  So much had happened since that day.  She no longer felt bewildered by her uniqueness, and upset that she didn’t belong anywhere.  Hell and Lucifer seemed more real to her than her old life ever had.
 
   “Perhaps the school gave it to your family after your demise.  He must have gotten it from them,” Lucifer shrugged.  “I can’t seem to find what I’m looking for.  It may take a while since everything is out of place.  Go on back to our room and wait for me.  I want you ready for me when I arrive,” Lucifer turned his lust filled gaze on her and ran a finger down her cleavage. 
 
   “Okay, but you’d better hurry,” she smirked.
 
   Lucifer playfully shooed her out of the room with a kiss and closed the door.
 
   He strode across the room and picked up the frame.  He ripped the back off, swearing loudly that he would kill the bastard stupid enough to enter his room.
 
   On the back of the photo, written in the language of the angels was a note.
 
   “Nought's had, all's spent, 
 
   Where our desire is got without content; 
 
   'Tis safer to be that which we destroy, 
 
   Than by destruction dwell in doubtful joy.”
 
   He recognized the line from Macbeth, uttered by Lady Macbeth.  He knew it was a warning from the Angel of Deception.  Since Lucifer had caused Anjali’s death and had gotten what he wanted through deceptive means, he would never find peace.  His actions would weigh on him and the guilt would ultimately destroy him.  Sacha might understand mortal guilt, but he was mistaken to believe that guilt would overwhelm the devil.  He had killed, maimed, and tortured so many, that he cared not for the guilt that came with it.
 
   Lucifer was fuming as he thought about Sacha’s brashness.  Not only did the Angel of Deception know he had obtained the girl through trickery, but the son of a bitch had knowledge of the girl’s previous life, since he had somehow obtained a photo of Michelle.  It didn’t surprise him that Sacha had somehow inserted himself into her life, but he was confused as to why he hadn’t attacked her or revealed his identity to her.
 
   The quote he could ignore, but it was the note written under it that concerned him.  It read, “She knows about us now, no thanks to you, dear brother.  One day she will know about all of your misdeeds and she will judge you for them.  I will see to it.  Do you think she will forgive you, or send you to the fires?”
 
   If Anjali ever obtained Sacha, it could be disastrous.  The Angel of Deception could see Lucifer’s lies even before he spoke them, and because of that, he knew some of Lucifer’s darkest secrets.  Sacha certainly had plenty of reason to snitch on him and turn Anjali against him.  He needed to find Sacha and choked the life out of the lying wretch before Anjali found him.
 
   Deception had chosen the wrong opponent.  He would do anything to keep Anjali by his side and far away from Sacha, and the other Predznak; even if it meant that he would have more blood on his hands.
 
    
 
   


 
  



Epilogue
 
    
 
   Anjali tossed and turned as she called out in her sleep.  She awoke with a start and sat up in bed.  She was relieved to see Lucifer asleep by her side and was grateful that she wasn’t having a nightmare about Hell.
 
   She closed her eyes and recalled the dream she had about a beautiful man with short, jet black hair, and unearthly sky blue eyes.  He was walking down a dark country road surrounded by trees covered in snow.  He looked lonely as if he were taking his final steps.  He appeared weary and defeated.  She understood his sadness.
 
   Something inside of her yearned to reach out and ease his pain, but she didn’t know who he was.  Every sense she possessed was screaming at her to leave Hell and look for him, until it became a compulsion.
 
   She carefully got out of bed and waved her hand to dress herself.  She ran to the Hall of Mirrors and was startled to see Radek standing guard, Lucifer’s newest suicide servant.  He was brazen and a bit of a jerk, but he hadn’t tried to kill her, yet.
 
   He was surprised to see her and quickly stood at attention.
 
   “Radek, go and do something else for a few minutes.  Here, take this and eat it in the rotunda,” she frantically made a sandwich appear and rushed a very confused Radek out of the hall.
 
   “As you wish, my Lady, but I prefer tuna,” he was definitely a smart-ass.
 
   She rolled her eyes, gave him tuna sandwich, and escorted him out of the hall.  Closing the heavy wooden doors, she immediately summoned Gabriel, eager to speak to him.
 
   Gabriel appeared a few moments later looking concerned.
 
   “Is everything alright?  You should be asleep,” he smiled at her, but took notice of her frantic pacing.
 
   “I’ve seen the Realm of the Destroyer and I understand what is at stake now.  All of those people are trapped in Hell because I started an Apocalypse, though I stopped it in time.  I had to look into their faces and see their anger.  They weren’t prepared to go to Hell and they were never warned.  They were killed because I lost control.  I can’t let that happen again.  I have to find the Angels of Temptation and make them help me control my power.  I know I don’t have a choice anymore.  Until a full Apocalypse is started, those souls have to suffer in Hell.  I get it now.  I don’t want to condemn anyone else to that fate,” she was shaking and crying as she fell to her knees before Gabriel.
 
   “My child, do not condemn yourself for this.  They were warned long before you were created and yet they continued in their evil endeavors.  Subconsciously they knew they were supposed to live wholesome lives and follow the rules of God, yet they failed to understand the consequences.  You are right though, you need to work quickly to gather your angels.  Who will you seek out first?” Gabriel tried to console her.  He hated to see her distraught.
 
   “I’m going to track down Death first.  I have questions that need answering.  Besides, Lucifer said he would be the most difficult to acquire since I succumbed to death and committed suicide.  I figure it’s the best place to start.  If I can’t claim him, then I will never be able to end the world.  He’s the leader and I’m hoping that he can help me find the others.  I think I just had a dream about him,” Anjali rambled on.
 
   “Yes, it would be best for you to obtain him first.  He’s the one who convinced the other Predznak to leave Hell.  What makes you think it was Alazar in your dream?” Gabriel asked curiously.  He had hoped that her visions would guide her as they had in her mortal life.
 
   “I don’t know for sure, but I got the impression that he was carved from ice, and no longer cared about anything, like he’d lost all hope.  He was wandering down a dark road by himself.  He looked so sad.  My heart went out to him.  I’m crazy for having empathy for him, right?” she was shaking at the thought of confronting the Bringer of Death.  She had lost round one to death and had come close to losing round two.  She didn’t really want to try for a third.
 
   “Not really.  As their Master, you are meant to understand their plight.  Theirs is a difficult life, especially since they are apart from the one who wields them.  Masters are supposed to guide their subjects and allow them to do their jobs to the best of their abilities, contrary to what many believe.  They aren’t supposed to beat their minions down and force them to submit.  The Predznak are meant to be an extension of your power.  You will lead and they will follow, but for a common good.  Good masters are good leaders, not tyrants.  Remember that when you find them.  Listen to them, help them, and guide them back to where they need to be.  They are all in terrible shape, but no one can help them aside from you.  That is what you are destined to do,” Gabriel pulled the hair from her cheek.  He wished he could ease her burdens.
 
   “I understand.  I will try my best,” Anjali smiled when she realized that her father had come to her when she needed him.  As Uncle Bob, he was not as accessible.  She enjoyed having her father around.
 
   “Promise me that you will keep your eyes open, as well as your heart, while on your journey,” Gabriel smiled when he saw her panic subside.  He was grateful that he could finally be a part of her life, without the lies.
 
   “My heart?  Lucifer has my heart and my compassion.  This is my life now, father.  I know my place now and I have to stop wishing for the fairytale.  The Heads of Hell don’t get to ride off into the sunset.  They have to wake up the next day and break the will of the wicked mortals,” she said bitterly, and then paused when she saw Gabriel’s expression tighten.  He was the reason that she was dealing with all of this, but honestly, she didn’t blame him.
 
   “I know.  I’m still surprised that you are speaking to me,” Gabriel shook his head.
 
   “I am not upset with you.  I’m still trying to get used to things.  I love you and nothing will change that,” she smiled brightly at him.  
 
   “You may yet survive all of this.  Your compassion and forgiveness will serve you well in the days to come,” Gabriel smiled, his pride shining through his eyes.
 
   “Where do you think I should start looking for Death?  Based on my dream, he could be anywhere.  It looked like a countryside, which eliminates large cities, but aside from that I’m at a loss,” she looked at her reflection in the mirror.  She still hadn’t gotten used to her new image.  She wondered what Alazar would think of her.  Would he find her lacking as a Master?
 
   “Alazar influences people to take their own lives or the lives of others for selfish reasons.  Death is a temptation just like the other sins.  While you cannot stop people from dying, unless you have some serious power, as you have seen, you can stop the enticement of wanting to die or wanting to kill.  When someone chooses to murder, it is a temptation, just like taking one’s life by means of suicide.  He convinces people to end an existence that God created, whether it is their own life or another’s.  The last time I saw Alazar was in Norway, just after the Predznak abandoned their posts in Hell.  He tracked me down and we fought because he wanted me to reveal your location so that he could kill you.  I was able to fight him off, but barely.  After that, he went into hiding.  I would tell you to look in places with large populations, such as cities, but I would trust your dream.  Trust that you are meant to find him and follow your instincts,” Gabriel choked up.  Alazar had been crazed, intent on finding Anjali and destroying her.  He did everything he could to stop Death from finding his daughter.
 
   “Ergo, he’s my biggest challenge.  If he wants me dead, he’s going to use these against me,” she lifted her sleeves to reveal her dreaded scars.
 
   “Yes, he will see your suicide as a sign of weakness and will prey upon it.  When you find him, be prepared for a fight.  He will not accept you as his Master willingly.  Alazar never got along with the other angels in Heaven.  He was always arrogant.  Be careful with him,” Gabriel shook his head when he thought about his rebellious brother.  “Remember that you are the Master and he is destined to stand at your right hand as the Final Temptation.  Do not let him assert his power over you.”
 
   “I won’t, I promise,” she feared facing Alazar but she knew that she had to find him before the other Predznak.
 
   “There are still so many things I need to tell you, and teach you,” Gabriel put his hand on her shoulder.
 
   “It’s okay.  We’ve got time,” Anjali smiled as she looked at her father.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Coming Soon:
 
   The Third Throne:  Angel of Death
 
    
 
   Follow the continuing story of Anjali as she tries to track down her missing Predznak, starting with the Angel of Death, Alazar, in an attempt to strengthen and control her power, taking a step closer to destroying the world as the Bringer of the Apocalypse.
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